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This cumulative dissertation captures the sharing economy’s sustainability dynamics by 
applying a macro-, meso-, and micro-level analysis to investigate the actors and elements invol-
ved in constituting the field. On a macro-level, the first study examines the social, political, and 
economic context that shapes (non-)sustainable sharing entrepreneurs’ behavior. The second 
study‘s meso-level analysis investigates how sharing entrepreneurs affect other organizations 
and communities to act more sustainable. Lastly, the third study adopts a micro-level analysis 
that focuses on entrepreneurs’ identity formation in the contested sharing economy. Overall, 
this dissertation contributes to a more fine-grained understanding of sustainability in the sha-
ring economy and the various actors and elements involved in constituting the field. Moreover, 
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On the whole, you find wealth much more in use than in ownership.  
— Aristotle  
 
Scholars from a wide range of disciplines and perspectives have attempted to unravel the 
dynamics and complexities of the sharing economy (e.g., Acquier, Daudigeos, & Pinkse, 2017; 
Mair & Reischauer, 2017; Parguel, Lunardo, & Benoit-Moreau, 2017). A mature understanding 
of the sharing economy does, to date, not exist. Instead, the term itself, with its variety of 
alternative notions such as “collaborative consumption,” “the mesh” or “gig economy” 
(Gansky, 2010; Martin, 2016; Sundararajan, 2014) as well as the distinct principles and 
practices of the field bring great confusion about the terminology and, more importantly, 
question whether the sharing economy is just a new form of capital extraction or might be able 
to lead society towards a more sustainable future (e.g., Acquier et al., 2017; Frenken & Schor, 
2017; Parguel et al., 2017).  
In light of today´s significant challenges, such as dwindling resources, global warming, or 
social inequality, the sharing economy raised the hope of changing wasteful consumerism, as 
individuals are encouraged to share rather than own possessions (Belk, 2010). Moreover, the 
sharing economy was considered to increase the utilization of resources and redistribute power 
(Cherry & Pidgeon, 2018; Grinevich, Huber, Karataş-Özkan, & Yavuz, 2019; Heylighen, 
2017). While initially being considered as a “Hippie” phenomenon, economic success stories 
of groundbreakers such as Airbnb and Uber demonstrated that sharing entailed tremendous 
business potential, which encouraged a large number of entrepreneurs to enter the field (Belk, 
2014; Martin, 2016). However, the success stories of Airbnb and Uber also came along with 
various negative publicities. For instance, Airbnb was accused of increasing renting prices 
(Barron, Kung, & Proserpio, 2019) and Uber of its lack of security, reporting more than 3.000 
sexual harassment cases during rides in the U.S. in 2019 (Conger, 2019).  
While scholars still agree that sharing properties and resources in principle supports the 
transition towards sustainability (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Hamari, Sjöklint, & Ukkonen, 
2016; Parguel et al., 2017), the implications of sharing on the environment, society and 
economy have led to a broad range of contradictory views (Dreyer, Lüdeke-Freund, Hamann, 




From an environmental perspective, some scholars highlight the beneficial effects of sharing as 
it is meant to increase the usage of resources (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Heinrichs, 2013; 
Martin, 2016; Plewnia & Guenther, 2018) and reduce overproduction (Acquier et al., 2017), 
while opponents take the contrary view and argue that the sharing economy encourages 
negative environmental behavior. A recent study by Murillo et al. (2017), for instance, found 
that the introduction of mobility sharing in urban areas led consumers to choose carsharing over 
more environmentally friendly mobility alternatives such as public transportation or bikes. 
Tussyadiah and Pesonen (2016) also demonstrated a negative effect of sharing on the 
environment as their study shows that accommodation sharing incentivizes traveling and 
increases the total number and duration of vacations.  
From a social perspective, proponents view the sharing economy as being able to improve trust 
and solidarity (Acquier et al., 2017; Belk, 2010; Benkler, 2017; Zvolska, Voytenko Palgan, & 
Mont, 2019) and increase the distribution of wealth (Acquier et al., 2017). However, opponents 
criticize that micro-entrepreneurs are exploited and lack fundamental human rights as they are 
not provided with insurance securities (Dreyer et al., 2017; Plewnia & Guenther, 2018). 
Additionally, critics argue that the sharing economy increases social inequality as it targets the 
high-income population that can provide shared possessions. For instance, accommodation 
sharing is especially attractive for owners of well-equipped apartments in city centers who are 
already belonging to the wealthier population (Zvolska et al., 2019).  
However, the sharing economy research about sustainability is still very fragmented and 
missing in-depth insights. Current research is taking a very outlined view of the various actors 
and elements affecting sustainability in the field. At this stage of the sharing economy, scholars 
agree that the field is torn apart between sustainability- and commercialization-driven 
principles, dividing its entrepreneurs into two opposing logics (Grinevich et al., 2019; Laurell 
& Sandström, 2017), where sustainable and non-sustainable ventures coexist (Ciulli & Kolk, 
2019; Pankov, Velamuri, & Schneckenberg, 2019). As such, Ciulli and Kolk (2019, p. 995) 
argue that “the sharing economy, still in its initial stages, is the “battlefield” between actors 
defending its original sustainability promise, based on the efficient use of resources, social 
bonding, non-monetized relationships and power of the communities, and those supporting the 
need to compromise on the principles, to ensure the sharing economy´s expansion”.  
To capture the sustainability dynamics and complexities of the sharing economy requires 




formation of the field across spatial dimensions. This dissertation´s main background is to 
examine the actors and elements for sustainability in the sharing economy, considering a   
macro-, meso-, and micro-level analysis of the field. On a macro-level (research article I), the 
dissertation examines the social, political, and economic context that shapes (non-)sustainable 
sharing entrepreneurs´ behavior. The meso-level analysis (research article II) involves studying 
how sharing entrepreneurs affect other organizations and communities to act more sustainable. 
Lastly, the micro-level analysis (research article III) focuses on entrepreneurs´ identity 
formation in the contested sharing economy. These investigations are relevant because the 
different actors and elements are forces that are likely to shape patterns of how the sharing 
economy evolves and whether it becomes a “pathway to sustainability or a nightmarish form of 
neoliberal capitalism” (Martin, 2016). Figure 1 demonstrates the linkages between the 
background, research focuses, objectives, questions and the level of analysis that allowed for a 
comprehensive investigation of sustainability dynamics in the sharing economy. Figure 2 
displays the relation between the different levels of analysis.  
  







divide the sharing 




form of neoliberal 
capitalism” 




promise of the 
field
How do contextual factors 
influence the development of
sustainable entrepreneurial 




















How do sustainable sharing 
ventures advocate the 
sustainability cause in 
their ecosystem?
How do entrepreneurs build 
coherent narrative identities in 
contested fields, and how is 



































Figure 2. A macro-, meso- and micro-level analysis of the sharing economy 
 
1.1 Theoretical Framework 
Capturing the sharing economy phenomenon requires the adoption of various theoretical lenses, 
allowing for a more in-depth consideration of the field´s sustainability dynamics. In the research 
articles I and II, the dissertation adopts an entrepreneurial ecosystem perspective. Research article 
I captures the effect of the social, political, and economic context (macro) on sharing entrepreneurs´ 
sustainable activities. Research article II focuses on the micro-level practices of sharing 
entrepreneurs that influence other organizations´ sustainable activities (meso). Lastly, research 
article III moves closer to the central actors of the dissertation, namely sharing entrepreneurs, by 
investigating how, through their identity work, they build coherent narrative identities in the 
contested sharing economy, and how the label influences this process. The evolution of the sharing 
economy phenomenon and the adopted theoretical concepts of entrepreneurial ecosystems and 
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1.1.1 The Evolution of the Sharing Economy  
The sharing economy initially started as a “Hippie patrons” movement (Belk, 2014) of people 
striving for a more sustainable and community-oriented life. Due to new technological 
advancements and the emergence of digital platforms, the sharing economy recently 
demonstrated tremendous growth and success potential, which changed its purely ideological 
into a more market-oriented logic (Ciulli & Kolk, 2019; Laurell & Sandström, 2017; Uzunca, 
Rigtering, & Ozcan, 2018). For instance, PricewaterhouseCoopers estimated the global 
revenues of the sharing economy to rise from $15 billion in 2015 to $335 billion by 2025 (PwC, 
2015). However, this new development created tensions as it entailed two opposing logics, 
namely a sustainability- and commercialization-driven logic (Laurell & Sandström, 2017) with 
contradictory and often conflictive principles (Acquier et al., 2017; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017a). 
The still persistent “Hippie” principles of community, sustainability, and trust were enhanced 
by principles of profit, growth, and efficiency but also greed, exploitation, and egocentricity, 
caused by some of the players in the field (Cherry & Pidgeon, 2018; Ert, Fleischer, & Magen, 
2016; Parguel et al., 2017). While the sharing economy, as a new economic model, began to 
sprout, players such as Airbnb and Uber and their related principles came across negative 
publicity. On the one hand, this negative publicity arose because players such as Airbnb and 
Uber were criticized for their disruption of established business models such as the taxi or hotel 
industry, often labeled as the “Uberization” or “Uber Syndrome” effect (Dreyer et al., 2017). 
On the other hand, those players were often criticized for their unethical practices, such as unfair 
competition or labor exploitation, which gave rise to questioning the sharing economy´s overall 
sustainability credibility (Murillo et al., 2017). Airbnb, for instance, was accused of a deficient 
regulation of hosts and renters (Coldwell, 2014) and Uber of the illegal usage of “Greyball,” a 
software that enabled the avoidance of law enforcement (Wong, 2017). As a result of those 
unethical practices, critics increasingly divided the sharing economy into “true-” versus 
“pseudo-sharing” (Belk, 2014), torn between whether the phenomenon “provide[s] real 
principle to customers” or is “a thin veneer to hide a predatory business model” (Frenken & 
Schor, 2017, p. 3).  
While scholars agree that the practice of sharing properties and resources in principle supports 
the central sustainability objectives (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Hamari et al., 2016; Parguel et 
al., 2017), the implications of sharing on the environment, society, and economy have led to a 
wide range of dissenting views (Dreyer et al., 2017; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Parguel et al., 




“pseudo” sharing (Belk, 2014), the complexity and dynamics of sustainability are still unclear. 
Given this research gap, the dissertation examined the actors and elements affecting sustainability 
in the sharing economy, considering a macro, meso-, and micro-level analysis of the field. Despite 
the increasing attention to the emergence of the sharing economy, the phenomenon has, to date, not 
developed a common understanding. However, the dissertation refers to the definition of Muñoz & 
Cohen (2017a, p. 21), describing the sharing economy as “a socio-economic system enabling 
an intermediated set of exchanges of goods and services between individuals and organizations 
which aim to increase efficiency and optimization of under-utilized resources in society.” 
1.1.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 
The literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems adopts a systemic perspective by emphasizing the 
interactions between entrepreneurs and various elements, attributes, and relations within a 
network, geographical region, or specific sector (Audretsch & Belitski, 2017; Auerswald & 
Dani, 2017; Autio, Kenney, Mustar, Siegel, & Wright, 2014; Colombelli, Paolucci, & Ughetti, 
2019; Neumeyer & Santos, 2018; Spigel, 2017; Thompson, Purdy, & Ventresca, 2018). The 
relation between the entrepreneurs, the elements (e.g., customers, financial institutions), and 
attributes (e.g., culture, policy, economy) influences the ecosystem´s performance, growth, and 
innovativeness (Autio et al., 2014; Brown & Mason, 2017; Zahra & Covin, 1995). 
Entrepreneurial ecosystem scholars argue that this theoretical perspective is a new way of 
theory-building in entrepreneurship research, as the entrepreneur is not reduced to his or her 
capabilities and capacities but reflected upon more holistically, considering the influential role 
of the environment (Sussan & Acs, 2017). While scholars do not provide a consistent definition 
of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Roundy, Bradshaw, & Brockman, 2018; Stam, 2015), they 
commonly emphasize its systemic structure (Stam, 2015). Therefore, the dissertation is 
primarily built on the systemic-centered definition of entrepreneurial ecosystems by Stam 
(2015, p. 5): “The systemic conditions are the heart of the ecosystem: networks of 
entrepreneurs, leadership, finance, talent, knowledge, and support services. The presence of 
these elements and the interaction between them predominantly determine the success of the 
ecosystem.”  
While the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems adopts a more complex perspective of 
entrepreneurship by investigating the interrelation between the entrepreneur and his or her 
surrounding elements and attributes (Cavallo, Ghezzi, & Balocco, 2018; Spigel, 2017), it just 




principles of sustainability (Malecki, 2018; O´Shea, Farny, & Hakala, 2019; Pankov et al., 
2019; Theodoraki, Messeghem, & Rice, 2017). This consideration is important as it emphasizes 
the facilitation of a context in which sustainable entrepreneurship and sustainable behavior and 
actions thrive. Due to their aim to build a sustainable instead of profit-centered business, 
sustainable entrepreneurs face more complexity and competitive disadvantages (Cohen & 
Winn, 2007; Hoogendoorn, van der Zwan, & Thurik, 2019; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011) and 
therefore require a separate investigation. For instance, research shows that sustainable 
entrepreneurs have to adjust to more complex regulatory requirements and have higher 
information asymmetries as well as obstacles to scale their business (Cohen & Winn, 2007; 
Dean & McMullen, 2007; York & Venkataraman, 2010). However, as sustainable 
entrepreneurs have the potential to find new ways of addressing today´s global challenges, such 
as climate change or social inequality, investigating mechanisms to support sustainable 
entrepreneurs for the development of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems is of critical 
importance (Bischoff, Volkmann, & Audretsch, 2018; Cavallo et al., 2018; O´Shea et al., 2019; 
Theodoraki et al., 2017). As, to date, scholars have largely overlooked the entrepreneurs, 
elements, and attributes that facilitate sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems, the dissertation 
focuses on two investigations, namely (a) the influence of contextual factors (elements and 
attributes) on sustainable activities of entrepreneurs, and (b) the sustainable entrepreneur´s role 
in advocating the sustainability cause in the ecosystem. Both investigations are placed in the 
phenomenon of the sharing economy.    
1.1.3 Theoretical Perspectives on Organizational Identity Work 
The organizational identity formation is a reflexive process, where organizations are creating 
stories through narratives that must be aligned with their own and external world (Weick, 1995). 
An identity reflects a “person´s sense of who he or she is in a setting” (Weick, 1995, p. 461). 
By narrating their identity, organizations are expressing “fine-tuned ways in which the 
inevitable personal-social relation might be configured” (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008, 
p. 10) and negotiated (Alvesson et al., 2008). Those narratives are vital to building legitimacy 
in front of stakeholders and can help organizations to acquire resources (Lounsbury & Glynn, 
2001; Martens, Jennings, & Jennings, 2007; Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016). However, 
identity work narratives are not universal (Morrison & Milliken, 2000), but different for 
organizations and can even coincide or be contradictory (Shepherd & Haynie, 2009). This is 
particularly the case in emerging fields, where identities among field members are very diverse, 




them to have a sense of belongingness or “we-ness” (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Granqvist, Grodal, 
& Woolley, 2013; Hsu & Hannan, 2005). At the same time, those organizations have to develop 
a distinct identity that demonstrates their uniqueness compared to other field members (Gioia, 
Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010; Navis & Glynn, 2011). As such, entrepreneurs have to 
demonstrate that their organization “fits in and stands out from its environment” (van Werven, 
Bouwmeester, & Cornelissen, 2015, p. 9). Entrepreneurs have to balance between being too 
similar (sameness), and therefore lacking ample uniqueness and being too individual 
(distinctiveness), which could detach the entrepreneur from the field. While scholars have 
focused on investigating this process of sameness and distinctiveness from an internal 
perspective (Patvardhan, Gioia, & Hamilton, 2015; Wry, Lounsbury, & Glynn, 2011), they 
largely neglected the influence of the external field history and societal discourses. However, 
those legacy identities can be essential for the identity formation process, as identities are not 
only influenced by the present but also past debates (Oertel & Thommes, 2018; Rao, Monin, & 
Durand, 2003). The interpretation of a field´s or organizational history and socio-cultural 
discourses around it can, therefore, lead to pivotal moments (such as an identity crisis) and 
significantly affect the identity formation of an organization and the field (Benner, 2007).  
The history and socio-cultural discourses of a field are also reflected by symbols, such as labels, 
which are relevant for the organizational identity formation (Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018). When 
organizations position themselves in a field, they are confronted with a normative framework 
that socio-cultural influences developed over time, reflected in the label (Hannan, László, & 
Caroll, 2007; Polos, Hannan, & Carroll, 2002). A label entails socially constructed meanings 
and defines boundaries (Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002; Star & Griesemer, 1989), allows for 
categorization into markets, industries, or fields (Granqvist et al., 2013), and promotes the 
creation of shared meanings (Hannan et al., 2007; Zuckerman, 1999). Labels establish 
“structure and simplify the social environment, primarily for reasons of understanding, 
consensus, and control” (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1997, p. 43). Fields, where the meaning of the 
label is unclear (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Anteby, 2010), are a particularly difficult context for 
organizations as those do not only have to form their own identity but also for the field and its 
label (Fligstein, 1996). Through this identity and labeling work, entrepreneurs “guide 
stakeholders´ perception of their firm” (Granqvist et al., 2013, p. 408). However, little is known 
about how this label work is performed in contested fields that experience contradictory and 
often conflictive principles, such as the sharing economy. While the sharing economy initially 
was carrying the principles of community, responsibility, and trust, the development of Uber 




growth, but also greed and egocentricity (Cherry & Pidgeon, 2018; Ert et al., 2016; Parguel et 
al., 2017). The dissertation addresses this gap by analyzing how managers use labels to build 
coherent narrative identities in contested fields. This investigation is important, as it creates a 
better understanding of how the sharing entrepreneurs´ sensemaking of the field tensions and 
contradictions affects their identity. 
1.2 Research Purpose and Scientific Contribution 
This cumulative dissertation comprises three research articles set in the context of the sharing 
economy, contributing to a more in-depth understanding of the phenomenon by investigating 
the field´s sustainability dynamics. Motivated by the underlying tensions and contradictions, 
all research articles analyzed, in the broad sense, the actors and elements affecting sustainability 
in the sharing economy. Several scholars criticize the insufficient understanding of 
sustainability in the sharing economy and argue that “the time has come for the utopian view 
of the sharing economy to enter the second phase of relative maturity.” (Parguel et al., 2017, p. 
55). The dissertation puts the sharing entrepreneur at the core of investigations, as sharing 
entrepreneurs drive hope and despair for the field´s future. While the academic debate has 
formulated widely contrasting views of sustainability in the sharing economy, scholars 
commonly agree that the involved entrepreneurial actors espouse two opposing logics, namely 
a sustainability- and commercialization-driven logic (Laurell & Sandström, 2017). Within these 
two logics, sustainable and non-sustainable ventures coexist, pursuing distinct practices that are 
increasingly drifting away from the sharing economy´s original sustainability goals (Acquier et 
al., 2017; Dreyer et al., 2017; Murillo et al., 2017; Zvolska et al., 2019). The dissertation follows 
three primary questions that examine the actors and elements affecting sustainability in the 
sharing economy, considering a macro-, meso-, and micro-level analysis of the field: 
• RQ Research article I. How do contextual factors influence the development of sustainable 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in the sharing economy? 
• RQ Research article II. How do sustainable sharing ventures advocate the sustainability 
cause in their ecosystem? 
• RQ Research article III. How do entrepreneurs build coherent narrative identities in 




Research article I and II shed light on the development of sustainable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. Research article I investigates the effect of contextual factors on sustainable 
entrepreneurial activities of sharing ventures, while research article II looks at the practices of 
sharing ventures to facilitate sustainable activities of other organizations and the community. 
From the sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem´s perspective, the sharing economy provides a 
very valuable research setting, as its origins ground in the principle of a more sustainable 
economy by providing the capabilities to share rather than possess underutilized resources 
(Acquier et al., 2017; Murillo et al., 2017). Considering the world´s threatening sustainability 
challenges, developing sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems might be critical to address 
issues such as climate change or social inequality. However, on a macro-level, research article 
I shows that contextual factors enhance sustainable activities of sharing entrepreneurs by 
enforcing the adoption of behavioral rules and by enabling the development of organizational 
capabilities. At the same time, some contextual factors restrict sustainable activities by 
impeding market penetration and suppressing growth. Shifting the perspective from a macro- 
to a meso-level, research article II shows that sustainable entrepreneurs can likewise advocate 
sustainability in their ecosystem by relying on a combination of various micro-level practices, 
which are building a supportive environment, disrupting normative standards, and reframing 
the sustainability paradigm. Those practices affect the sustainable behavior of other 
organizations and communities. 
To deepen the research findings, spawn from the first two research articles on sustainable 
entrepreneurial ecosystems, research article III focuses on the identity formation of sharing 
entrepreneurs. The identity formation in the sharing economy is especially challenging as 
entrepreneurs are not pioneers in creating a new field but are already confronted with a history 
and legacy identities that create different and contradictory frames. However, the research 
article shows that entrepreneurs are bridging multiple principles by fixing, unfixing, and re-
fixing the label “sharing economy,” which helps them to manage the ambiguity and the 
consolidation of their sustainability principles in the field. Table 1 presents an overview and 









Table 1. Overview and status of research articles 
 
 
1.2.1 Research Article I  
Towards sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems: Examining the effect of contextual 
factors on sustainable entrepreneurial activities in the sharing economy  
Purpose: Research on entrepreneurial ecosystems considers the complex nature of 
entrepreneurship by emphasizing the relation between entrepreneurs and their context (Cavallo 
et al., 2018; Spigel, 2017). While the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems is a growing field, 




sustainability, namely sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems (Fichter et al., 2016; Malecki, 
2018). Sustainable entrepreneurs require a distinct investigation, as their focus on establishing 
a sustainable instead of profit-centered business leads to particular, often more challenging 
conditions (Cohen, 2006). As such, sustainable entrepreneurs have to adjust to more complex 
regulatory requirements and have higher information asymmetries as well as obstacles to scale 
their business (Cohen & Winn, 2007; Dean & McMullen, 2007; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). 
These challenging conditions intensify sustainable entrepreneurs´ competitive situation and put 
their existence at risk, which makes it necessary to consider sustainable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems separately (Dean & McMullen, 2007; York & Venkataraman, 2010). The first paper 
sheds light on the influence of contextual factors on sustainable activities of ventures operating 
in the sharing economy by asking the following question: How do contextual factors influence 
the development of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems in the sharing economy? More 
specifically, the paper investigated how contextual factors affect the sustainable entrepreneurial 
activities of sharing ventures.  
Methodological approach: To analyze the contextual factors that influence entrepreneurs´ 
sustainable activities in the sharing economy, we collected 37 in-depth interviews with sharing 
entrepreneurs from different sectors. Using the sharing economy as a research setting was 
especially valuable as the sharing economy´s roots are closely relating to the principles of 
sustainability (Martin, 2016; Prothero et al., 2011). We purposefully selected our interview 
respondents (Patton, 2009) and analyzed the content of the transcripts in three stages, which 
enabled us to transform the raw data into a theoretical framework for the contextual factors 
influencing the sustainable activities of sharing entrepreneurs (Flick, 2014; Gioia, Corley, & 
Hamilton, 2013). These three stages followed an iterative process of alternating between the 
empirical data, conceptual categories, and theoretical framework and increased our results´ 
credibility and reliability (Locke, Golden-Biddle, & Feldman, 2008). 
Main findings: Based on our analysis, we identified two contextual factors influencing the 
sustainable activities of entrepreneurs operating in the sharing economy. The first contextual 
factors enhance sustainable activities of sharing entrepreneurs by enforcing the adaption of 
behavioral patterns and by enabling that the organizations developed capabilities. 
Simultaneously, some contextual factors restrict sustainable activities by complicating a 
penetration of the market and impeding the organization´s growth. Those facilitating and 





Contribution to research and practice: The paper sheds light on the underlying contextual 
factors that enhance or restrict the development of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Providing empirical insights into the environmental circumstances of sustainable entrepreneurs 
in the sharing economy, therefore, enhances the understanding of the sharing economy 
phenomenon and sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems. Moreover, the paper verifies and 
elaborates on the notion that sustainable entrepreneurs thrive under specific conditions and 
require particular support from their context.  
1.2.2 Research Article II  
Advocating sustainability in entrepreneurial ecosystems: Micro-level practices of 
sharing ventures 
Purpose: While there has been an increasing interest in entrepreneurial ecosystem research, it 
still lacks a clear understanding of the influencing elements and attributes constituting an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem (Audretsch, Cunningham, Kuratko, Lehmann, & Menter, 2019). 
Especially, entrepreneurial ecosystem research does not consider entrepreneurs´ role and their 
influence on the ecosystem´s development, which is also critical for understanding how 
ecosystems emerge following sustainability principles (Malecki, 2018). Those sustainable 
entrepreneurial ecosystems are important as they constitute an environment that makes it 
possible for sustainable entrepreneurs to thrive and facilitate sustainable activities within the 
ecosystem. As traditional business practices fail to address today´s global challenges, such as 
climate change or social inequality, sustainable entrepreneurs raise the hope of leading society 
towards sustainability (Hekkert, Suurs, Negro, Kuhlmann, & Smits, 2007; Schaltegger & 
Wagner, 2011). Therefore, encouraging the development of sustainable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems might be a solution to facilitate sustainable entrepreneurs and sustainable activities 
alike. However, we still know little about the influential role of sustainable entrepreneurs in 
their ecosystem that might foster sustainable activities (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017b; Spigel & 
Harrison, 2018). The paper addresses this gap by investigating how sustainable sharing 
ventures advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystems. Specifically, the paper examined 
the micro-level practices of sustainable sharing ventures to facilitate sustainability. 
Methodological approach: We interviewed 31 founders and senior managers in the sharing 




ecosystem. We were specifically interested in sustainable-oriented sharing ventures and, 
therefore, purposefully selected our interview respondents based on whether they addressed 
social and environmental problems in their business activities (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009). This 
purposeful selection allowed us to increase our results´ credibility and reliability (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007). We analyzed our data iteratively, which meant that we were permanently 
alternating between our empirical data and the theoretical framework (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; 
Miles and Huberman, 1994; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This data analysis followed a three 
stages process. First, we identified the empirical themes; second, we transformed those 
empirical themes into more abstract conceptual categories; and third, we aggregated the 
conceptual categories into a theoretical framework that demonstrated how sustainable sharing 
entrepreneurs advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystem (Gioia et al., 2013). 
Main findings: Our findings reveal that sustainable sharing entrepreneurs perform three micro-
level practices to advocate sustainability in their ecosystem, namely: building a supportive 
environment, disrupting normative standards, and reframing the sustainability paradigm. Those 
micro-level practices enable sharing entrepreneurs to develop a coherent understanding of 
sustainability in their field. The study also shows that sustainable sharing entrepreneurs are 
strengthening their position in the ecosystem by actively participating in and contributing to 
political discourses. The consequent framework helps to understand the significant role of 
sustainable entrepreneurs in the development of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems and the 
facilitation of sustainable activities among organizations and communities. 
Contribution to research and practice: Our paper yields important insights into the micro-level 
practices of sustainable sharing entrepreneurs that facilitate sustainability in their ecosystem. 
The consequent theoretical framework does not only enhance our understanding of the sharing 
economy phenomenon but also the theory on sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Audretsch et al., 2019; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011; Spigel, 2017). As those sustainable 
sharing entrepreneurs collectively advocate the notion of sustainability by incorporating various 
ecosystem actors to follow sustainable principles, the paper contributes to calls for further 
clarification on the emergence of common objectives in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Autio, 






1.2.3 Research Article III  
Labels as moral markers: Organizational identity formation in contested fields 
Purpose: The process of identity formation is especially challenging in emerging fields (Navis 
& Glynn, 2010; Reinecke, Manning, & von Hagen, 2012; Wry et al., 2011), as organizations 
operating in those fields do not only have to build their own identity but also shape the identity 
of the emerging field. On the organizational level, entrepreneurs have to, on the one hand, form 
an identity that is related to the field collective to gain resources (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 
Granqvist et al., 2013; Hsu & Hannan, 2005), on the other hand, this identity needs to be distinct 
from the field to gain credibility in front of stakeholders (Gioia et al., 2010; Navis & Glynn, 
2010). On the collective level, entrepreneurs need to deal with other actors in their field, their 
different visions and find commonly agreeable practices and principles (Stigliani & Elsbach, 
2018). This field identity formation is a precarious process (Patvardhan et al., 2015), and instead 
of field consensus, entrepreneurs try to find field coherence to arrive at a shared sense of “we-
ness” (Patvardhan et al., 2015). This field identity formation is even more challenging when 
the field has multiple frames, and entrepreneurs are confronted with macro societal discourses 
(Kjærgaard, Morsing, & Ravasi, 2011). As such, the process of identity construction becomes 
not only a process of struggling with different collective identities in the field (Gustafsson, 
Jääskeläinen, Maula, & Uotila, 2016; Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018) but also dealing with the 
societal contestation attached to the field, which is often reflected in the field label. We know 
little about the relation between the organizational identity formation and labels in emerging 
fields where entrepreneurs are embedded in preexisting narratives of the field (Rao et al., 2003), 
especially when those fields experience external contestation (Kjærgaard et al., 2011) and 
moving societal frames (Benford & Snow, 2000) that are constantly putting entrepreneurs´ 
principles in question. Therefore, we asked: how do entrepreneurs build their coherent 
narrative identities in contested fields, and how is this process influenced by the label? 
Methodological approach: To investigate this question, we studied how sharing entrepreneurs, 
in the process of identity and label work, made sense of their own and field identity. We 
reconstructed the evolution of Europe´s sharing economy from its emergence in the 1990s till 
2019, when the field had grown significantly and frequently experienced strong societal 
discourses. In doing so, we were able to portray the effect of this societal contestation on the 




sharing entrepreneurs. Our data entails a broad set of various sources, such as naturalistic 
observations, semi-structured interviews (in total, 56 interviews), archival data, and social 
media (Facebook and Blogs). We collected these sources from March 2016, when Airbnb and 
Uber were increasingly criticized for their unethical business practices, till April 2019, when 
the field was characterized by a considerable accumulation of ventures presenting a great 
variety of business models. This rich data set enabled us to portray the evolution of the field 
and how the societal contestation on the sharing economy affected the identity work of 
entrepreneurs. 
Main findings: Our findings show that the societal contestation about the sharing economy 
affected sharing entrepreneurs in their identity work by encouraging them to engage with the 
label as a malleable moral marker that enabled them to work on their own identity and project 
their principles into the label. By embracing, fixing, unfixing, and re-fixing the label sharing 
entrepreneurs reacted to the social criticism of the field and went through a legitimacy 
adjustment that enabled them to create a coherent narrative identity for their organization and 
the field. Our study reveals that entrepreneurs did not use the label as a central carrier, such as 
in the work of Stigliani and Elsbach (2018), but rather as a malleable moral marker that they 
opened and closed to consolidate their favored principles of the field. 
Contribution to research and practice: By analyzing how sharing entrepreneurs made sense and 
gave sense to a field that experiences societal contestation, we show how they worked on their 
own identity and used their organizational identity work to shape the label of their field. We 
therefore provide new insights into the opportunities of molding field labels. We extend the 
literature on organizational identity work and the process of finding sameness and 
distinctiveness by demonstrating how this struggle of organizational identity formation is even 
more complicated when entrepreneurs are confronted with already existing frames build by 
legacy identities and societal contestation. Furthermore, we show how entrepreneurs were, after 
having an identity crisis when being confronted with the societal contestation, going through a 
process of signaling distinctiveness from some players of the field, then embracing the field´s 
tensions, and finally reinforcing their legitimacy of being part of the field by pushing their 
principles into the label. In doing so, we hold important theoretical insights that contribute to 
organizational identity formation and label work by showing how societal contestation and the 
tension between the “Hippie” and “Uberization” principles awakens the desire to not only find 
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 CHAPTER 2 
 





Towards sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems: 
Examining the effect of contextual factors on sustainable entrepreneurial 
activities in the sharing economy 
 
Abstract 
This paper seeks to expand our understanding of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems by 
investigating the interrelation between contextual factors and sustainable entrepreneurial 
activities of sharing ventures. While the sharing economy is considered as a potential pathway 
to a more sustainable society, ambiguous activities of some sharing ventures call the credibility 
of sharing as a sustainable concept into question. In order to shed light on the underlying cause 
of the ambiguity, we conducted 37 in-depth interviews with founders and senior managers of 
sharing ventures. Our comparative analysis identifies two distinct sets of contextual factors, 
which influence their sustainable activities. The first set of contextual factors enhances 
sustainable activities by enforcing the adaptation of behavioral rules and by enabling the 
development of organizational capabilities. The second set of contextual factors restricts 
sustainable activities by impeding market penetration and by suppressing growth. We 
contribute to theorizing about sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems by delineating the 
conjoint effect of contextual factors on sustainable activities. Furthermore, our results add 
insights into the controversial academic debate about the sustainability dimension in the sharing 
economy. 
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 CHAPTER 3 
 





Advocating sustainability in entrepreneurial ecosystems: 
Micro-level practices of sharing ventures 
 
Abstract 
Despite scholars´ attention to entrepreneurial ecosystems, extant research has primarily 
emphasized macro-level factors influencing the development of an ecosystem, while neglecting 
a micro-level perspective on the role and impact of entrepreneurs. Sustainable entrepreneurs 
are central actors in contributing to sustainability transitions by not only providing more 
sustainable ways of consumption and production but also engaging in micro-level practices that 
support sustainable activities in entrepreneurial ecosystems. Our inductive study looks at these 
micro-level practices from the perspective of sustainable entrepreneurs situated in the sharing 
economy. We conducted 31 in-depth interviews with founders and senior managers of 
sustainable ventures to investigate how they advocate the sustainability cause in their 
ecosystems. Our findings show that sustainable entrepreneurs rely on three distinct sets of 
micro-level practices: building a supportive environment, disrupting normative standards, and 
reframing the sustainability paradigm. Furthermore, sustainable entrepreneurs engage in 
political work to strengthen their position and their credibility in the evolving sharing economy 
that is increasingly coined by purely profit-oriented players and business practices. By 
substantiating the central role and the distinct micro-level practices that sustainable 
entrepreneurs enact to advocate sustainability, our study contributes to a better understanding 
of the sharing economy and the development of sustainability in entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Keywords  
Sharing economy, micro-level practices, sustainable entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial 
ecosystems 
Status  
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Research on entrepreneurial ecosystems is considering the systemic agglomeration of various 
actors, attributes, and relations that conjointly affect entrepreneurial activities and constitute the 
characteristics of an ecosystem (Acs, Autio, & Szerb, 2014; Isenberg, 2010; Spigel, 2017). By 
moving the research perspective from an isolated towards a more holistic view of the dynamics 
between various actors and their environment, the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems has 
gained increasing significance in entrepreneurship research and practice (Acs, Stam, Audretsch, 
& Connor, 2017; Colombo, Dagnino, Lehmann, & Salmador, 2019). The central assertion of 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem view is that focusing on resources and capabilities of an 
entrepreneurial venture is not sufficient to explain its success; it is instead the multiple 
interactions of the venture and its surrounding factors that affect its performance. Mason and 
Brown (2014, p. 5) define an entrepreneurial ecosystem as “a set of interconnected 
entrepreneurial actors […] institutions […] and entrepreneurial processes […] which formally 
and informally coalesce to connect, mediate and govern the performance within the local 
entrepreneurial environment.” This way, the ecosystem view enables considering 
entrepreneurship in its complex nature where different dynamics affect the ecosystems´ 
constitution and the evolution of the embedded entrepreneurial ventures alike (Goswami, 
Mitchell, & Bhagavatula, 2018). 
While research on entrepreneurial ecosystems has rapidly grown in the last years, the 
constituents of an entrepreneurial ecosystem remain unclear (Audretsch, Cunningham, 
Kuratko, Lehmann, & Menter, 2019). Moreover, while entrepreneurial ecosystem research 
emphasizes the macro-level attributes, institutions, and relations, it neglects the role of the 
central carrier of an ecosystem, namely the role of entrepreneurial ventures. Capturing the role 
of entrepreneurs for the development of the ecosystem is not only crucial for understanding 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in general; it is a central perspective for understanding the 
emergence of entrepreneurial ecosystems that adhere closely to the sustainability cause 
(Malecki, 2018). Sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems create distinct favorable 
environmental conditions for the development of sustainable entrepreneurship and the 
underlying sets of sustainable economic activities. The promotion of sustainable 
entrepreneurship results from the necessity to address critical contemporary challenges of 
society, such as the rapid climate change or the growing social inequality. Sustainable 




create future goods and services that sustain the natural and/or communal environment and 
provide development gains for others” (Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011, p. 632). Unlike traditional 
entrepreneurs, sustainable entrepreneurs strive to not negatively affect the environment and 
society (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011) but instead to protect 
social coherence and to provide environmental remedies. As entrepreneurial practices 
potentially disrupt established structures and institutions, sustainable entrepreneurs might 
trigger desired socio-economic changes for sustainability (Hekkert, Suurs, Negro, Kuhlmann, 
& Smits, 2007; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). Consequently, the sustainable entrepreneurship 
movement raises the hope of contributing to a transformation of society towards a more 
sustainable future. However, despite the vital role of sustainable entrepreneurs to offer solutions 
for broader societal problems, we know little about how and to which degree they influence the 
various actors in entrepreneurial ecosystems to adhere to and foster sustainability principles 
(Muñoz & Cohen, 2017b; Spigel & Harrison, 2018).  
To investigate this under-researched topic, we draw in our study on 31 in-depth interviews with 
founders and senior managers of sustainable ventures in the sharing economy. We specifically 
address the question of how sustainable sharing ventures advocate the sustainability cause in 
their ecosystems. Specifically, we examine the micro-level practices of sustainable sharing 
ventures to facilitate sustainability. We define a micro-level practice in this study as a set of 
sayings, doings, and actions that individual actors carry out to pursue a specific task (Schatzki, 
2005, 2016; Welter, Baker, Audretsch & Gartner, 2017). The sharing economy provides a 
valuable research setting for our study, as its origins ground in the principle of a more 
sustainable economy by providing the capabilities to acquire rather than possess underutilized 
resources (Acquier, Daudigeos, & Pinkse, 2017; Murillo, Buckland, & Val, 2017). However, 
over the last years, the rapid growth of the sharing economy raised concerns about its credibility 
of respecting the original sustainability idea (Frenken, 2017; Martin, 2016; Parguel, Lunardo, 
& Benoit-Moreau, 2017). Recent research, for instance, found that the dominant players of the 
sharing economy seem little concerned about sustainability (Zvolska, Voytenko Palgan, & 
Mont, 2019). On the contrary, their profit-centered logic has led to an evolution of the sharing 
economy that negatively affects the development of sustainable sharing ventures (Geissinger, 
Laurell, Sandström, Eriksson, & Nykvist, 2019). Nevertheless, the sharing economy keeps 
being considered as a market model that likely enables the path to a more sustainable society 




Against this background, our study´s main contribution is an emerging theoretical framework 
for the micro-level practices of sustainable sharing ventures to facilitate the sustainability cause 
in their ecosystems. We found that sustainable entrepreneurs rely on three distinct sets of micro-
level practices: building a supportive environment, disrupting normative standards, and 
reframing the sustainability paradigm. Furthermore, we found that sustainable ventures engage 
in intense political work to defend their position in an entrepreneurial context that increasingly 
threatens their credibility. In sum, by delineating the central role of sustainable entrepreneurs 
to advocate sustainability in their ecosystems, our study helps to conceptualize the sharing 
economy, and it provides further insights into the development of sustainable entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. 
3.2 Theoretical Background 
3.2.1 Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 
The entrepreneurial ecosystems literature follows a systemic notion by emphasizing the 
interactions between entrepreneurs and various elements, attributes, and relations within a 
network, geographical region, or specific sector (Audretsch & Belitski, 2017; Auerswald & 
Dani, 2017; Autio, Kenney, Mustar, Siegel, & Wright, 2014; Colombelli, Paolucci, & Ughetti, 
2019; Neumeyer & Santos, 2018; Neumeyer, Santos, & Morris, 2018; Spigel, 2017; Thompson, 
Purdy, & Ventresca, 2018). These constituent elements (e.g. government, financial institutions, 
or universities) as well as the related attributes (e.g. culture, networks, number of entrepreneurs, 
capital intensity), and their relation to each other determine the entrepreneurial ecosystem´s 
performance, innovativeness or growth (Autio et al., 2014; Brown & Mason, 2017; Zahra & 
Covin, 1995). The systemic nature of entrepreneurial ecosystems provides a novel way of 
building theory in entrepreneurship research, as it detaches the entrepreneur from an isolated 
towards a more holistic and context-related approach (Sussan & Acs, 2017). While a coherent 
definition of entrepreneurial ecosystems is not yet established (Roundy, Bradshaw, & 
Brockman, 2018; Stam, 2015), scholars commonly agree on its systemic nature, as outlined by 
Stam (2015, p. 5): “the systemic conditions are the heart of the ecosystem: networks of 
entrepreneurs, leadership, finance, talent, knowledge, and support services. The presence of 
these elements and the interaction between them predominantly determine the success of the 
ecosystem. Healthy and prosperous ecosystems provide appropriate environmental settings for 




the constituent elements relate to and interact with each other determines the development of 
entrepreneurial abilities (Lafuente, Szerb, & Acs, 2016). If imbalances occur between the 
constituent elements, they result in unfavorable conditions for entrepreneurial actions and 
growth (Lafuente, Szerb, & Acs, 2018). 
Some studies looked at the role of various institutional actors, such as incubators, accelerators, 
or policy initiatives within entrepreneurial ecosystems (Goswami et al., 2018; Grimaldi & 
Grandi, 2005; Motoyama & Knowlton, 2017). However, the institutional perspective provides 
only limited insights into the role of entrepreneurs as specific actors shaping their 
environmental conditions. As a result, scholars in the field call for further clarification about 
the role of entrepreneurs and their interactive dynamics within entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Cavallo, Ghezzi, & Balocco, 2018; Mack & Mayer, 2016). Specifically, while research agrees 
on the entrepreneurs´ central role in developing and perpetuating entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Alvedalin & Boschma, 2017; Malecki, 2018), there is little understanding of how deliberate 
entrepreneurial practices to influence the constituent elements of entrepreneurial ecosystems 
determine its further development. 
To develop theoretical inferences about sustainable entrepreneurship, the examination of the 
relational structure between entrepreneurs and their surrounding actors is an essential condition. 
Against the background of the importance of today´s societal and environmental challenges, 
sustainable entrepreneurs might be able to influence multiple actors in their entrepreneurial 
ecosystems to adhere to sustainability principles. Cohen (2006) argues that dominant actors 
within sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems, who commit themselves to the goals of 
sustainability, facilitate the establishment of sustainable ventures. Since “there is no such thing 
as an innovation system without entrepreneurs” (Hekkert et al., 2007, p. 421), sustainable 
ventures become central actors to help find ways of addressing global challenges for societies, 
such as rapid climate change or the growing social inequality. Sustainable entrepreneurs can 
act as role models who, if they are successful, encourage other actors within the ecosystem to 
imitate their behavior (Spigel, 2017). Related studies have investigated university-based 
sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems (Theodoraki, Messeghem, & Rice, 2017; Wagner, 
Schaltegger, Hansen, & Fichter, 2019), the network connectivity of sustainable ventures within 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017b; Neumeyer & Santos, 2018), and the 
macro-level factors influencing the sustainable dimension of entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Divito & Ingen-Housz, 2019; Pankov, Velamuri, & Schneckenberg, 2019). From the specific 




how entrepreneurs sense and seize opportunities in sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Their results show that opportunity development is influenced by contextual factors such as the 
emotional atmosphere and a coherent sustainability motivation in the ecosystem. 
However, despite these initial intents to investigate the entrepreneur´s role in the evolution of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems, current research does not provide deeper insights into the 
interrelations between entrepreneurial practices for the development of sustainable 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Cavallo et al., 2018; Malecki, 2018). We address this knowledge 
gap in the literature by investigating how sustainable entrepreneurs advocate the sustainability 
cause in their ecosystem. We specifically focus on the micro-level dynamics of practices of 
sharing ventures to foster sustainability in their ecosystem. This way, we aim to provide a 
micro-level perspective that contributes to the emerging theory on entrepreneurial ecosystems, 
and which helps to further elaborate how entrepreneurial practices and constituent elements of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems conjointly enable the creation, innovativeness, and growth of 
ventures (Acs et al., 2014; Nylund & Cohen, 2017). 
3.2.2 Sustainability in the Sharing Economy 
The sharing economy has rapidly emerged from an initially marginal choice of individuals 
pursuing a different lifestyle to new consumerist behavior in modern societies. The central 
principle undergirding the sharing economy is to realize a fundamental transition from 
permanent, exclusive ownership to temporal, collaborative accessibility (Belk, 2010). As a 
result, sharing enables a more efficient utilization of resources, an improved redistribution of 
power, and the development of new innovative business models (Cherry & Pidgeon, 2018; 
Grinevich, Huber, Karataş-Özkan, & Yavuz, 2019; Heylighen, 2017). However, meanwhile 
scholars agree that the practice of sharing properties and resources in principle supports the 
central sustainability objectives (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Hamari, Sjöklint, & Ukkonen, 
2016; Parguel et al., 2017), the interpretation of the term itself and the resultant implications of 
sharing on the environment, society and economy have led to a wide range of dissenting views 
(Dreyer, Lüdeke-Freund, Hamann, & Faccer, 2017; Ertz & Leblanc-Proulx, 2018; Parguel et 
al., 2017). The scholarly understanding of the sharing economy varies considerably, applying 
terms such as “collaborative consumption,” “crowd-based capitalism,” or “gig- economy” to 
describe its nature (Martin, 2016; Sundararajan, 2014). To provide conceptual clarity in this 
study, we refer, therefore, to the definition of the sharing economy as “a socio-economic system 




organizations which aim to increase efficiency and optimization of under-utilized resources in 
society” (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017a, p. 21). 
Besides, serious concerns have been formulated about the sustainability dimension that has 
been initially attributed to the sharing economy. These doubts result from the counterproductive 
behavior of large sharing economy ventures, such as Uber and Airbnb, which follows the 
economic logic of profit maximization at the cost of societal and environmental concerns, and 
from the weak evidence for the sharing economy´s sustainability effects. As a result, the 
credibility of sustainability claims in the sharing economy is controversially discussed by 
society and academia alike (Frenken & Schor, 2017; Martin, 2016; Murillo et al., 2017). Several 
scholars highlight the environmental benefits of sharing as efficient use of resources (Botsman 
& Rogers, 2011; Heinrichs, 2013; Martin, 2016; Plewnia & Guenther, 2018) and the prevention 
of overproduction (Acquier et al., 2017). However, other scholars take the opposite view and 
claim that the sharing economy causes a reverse effect. For example, a recent study found that 
urban consumers prefer carsharing over more environmentally friendly mobility alternatives 
such as public transportation or bikes (Murillo et al., 2017). Another study conducted by 
Tussyadiah and Pesonen (2016) shows that accommodation sharing increases the total number 
and duration of consumer travels.  
From a social perspective, sharing is viewed as contributing to a sense of community. Sharing 
practices strengthen trust and solidarity (Acquier et al., 2017; Belk, 2010; Benkler, 2017; 
Zvolska et al., 2019) and leverage social equality among humans (Acquier et al., 2017). 
However, critical voices in this context argue that the creation of micro-entrepreneurs without 
a job and insurance security violates fundamental human rights (Dreyer et al., 2017; Plewnia & 
Guenther, 2018). Similarly, large-scale sharing transactions encourage social inequality. For 
example, the sharing of accommodation space for travel and leisure purposes is especially 
attractive for owners of well-equipped apartments in city centers who often belong to the high-
income segment of society (Zvolska et al., 2019). Lastly, while the initially intended social and 
environmental benefits of the sharing economy stem from an alternative system to capitalism 
(Ciulli & Kolk, 2019), its current evolution shows an intense concentration of power among a 
few large sharing ventures operating on a global scale (Murillo et al., 2017). 
To summarize, while the academic debate has formulated widely contrasting views of the 
sustainability dimension within the sharing economy, scholars commonly agree that the 




logic (Laurell & Sandström, 2017), where sustainable and non-sustainable ventures coexist 
(Pankov et al., 2019). However, while the macro-level factors influencing the sustainability 
dimension of the sharing economy have become an important subject of investigation, we know 
little about the micro-level practices that sustainable sharing ventures enact to defend and 
support sustainability principles in their respective ecosystem. 
3.3 Data and Method 
3.3.1 Research Context 
We conducted an inductive study (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013) to explore how sharing 
entrepreneurs advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystems. Our paper draws on 
entrepreneurial ecosystems research, which is calling for a sound understanding of interactive 
dynamics between various elements in an entrepreneurial ecosystem (Autio, Nambisan, 
Thomas, & Wright, 2018; Cavallo et al., 2018). We paid, in our study, attention to the 
identification of micro-level practices that help sustainable entrepreneurs to enact and stand up 
for the sustainability dimension within their respective ecosystem. We referred in our analysis 
to the definition of entrepreneurial micro-level practices as distinct sets of sayings, doings, and 
actions that actors carry out to pursue venture-related tasks and objectives (Schatzki, 2005, 
2016; Welter et al., 2017). 
The sharing economy provides a rich research setting for our study for various reasons: First, 
scholars commonly agree  that the sharing economy originally grounds in the principle of 
fostering sustainability through the creation of social and environmental benefits for society 
(Curtis & Lehner, 2019; Geissinger et al., 2019; Prothero et al., 2011). Second, while the sharing 
economy is still considered to encourage a more sustainable life, it is likewise characterized by 
contradicting tensions between entrepreneurs who live and protect the sustainability vision and 
entrepreneurs who pursue economic growth at all costs (Laurell & Sandström, 2017; Zvolska 
et al., 2019). Third, since several scholars judge that the sharing economy drifts towards a new 
form of capital extraction (Acquier et al., 2017; Dreyer et al., 2017; Frenken & Schor, 2017; 
Murillo et al., 2017) the foundational principle of sustainability “is actually taking a back seat” 
(Geissinger et al., 2019, p. 428). Against this background, it remains unclear how the 
entrepreneurs committing to sustainable values take action when it comes to forming and 
shaping an ecosystem that represents the initial idea of the sharing economy, and that facilitates 




3.3.2 Sampling Logic and Data Collection 
During the period from January 2018 to December 2018, we conducted 31 in-depth interviews 
with founders and senior managers of sharing ventures operating in Germany. We relied on 
purposive sampling (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009), as we were primarily concerned with identifying 
sustainable-oriented sharing ventures to show (a) how they work within their ecosystem and 
(b) what kind of micro-practices they enact to facilitate the sustainability dimension. We 
specifically selected sharing entrepreneurs as respondents who address social and/or 
environmental issues in their sayings, doings, and actions. To ensure that we interviewed 
sustainable sharing ventures, we scrutinized the websites of ventures to verify if sustainability 
was included in their mission statements. In addition, we focused on the most important clusters 
of entrepreneurial ecosystems in Germany, namely located in Berlin, Cologne, and Leipzig. 
Our resultant study sample includes ventures from four sectors: goods (e.g. food, clothes, toys), 
mobility (e.g. cars, bikes, caravans), services (e.g. crowdfunding, community-building), and 
space (e.g. co-working, accommodation). Next to covering the most representative sectors in 
the sharing economy, we ensured the variation of sustainable ventures in the sample, that is, we 
included both small and medium-sized ventures to compare their respective practices. All 
ventures in our sample were established after 2008, the same year in which both Airbnb and 
Uber – the dominant and most thriving players in the sharing economy (Geissinger et al., 2019) 
started their business. We purposively interviewed founders and senior management actors as 
they are responsible for strategic venture decisions. This purposeful selection of participants is 
important for the sampling logic because it increases the richness and credibility of our results 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). For our analysis, this enabled us to compare the consistencies 
and contrasts about how sustainable sharing entrepreneurs work within and interact with other 
actors in their ecosystem to facilitate sustainability (Patton, 2002; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 
2007). 
The interviews lasted forty minutes on average, and we relied on a semi-structured guideline to 
conduct them. During these interviews, we focused on addressing respondents with questions 
about their general understanding of sustainability, their business sustainability practices, and 
their relationships and subsequent interactions with other actors in their ecosystem that facilitate 
sustainability. We recorded and transcribed all interviews for an in-depth analysis of our data. 
For confidentiality reasons, we disguised the identities of all selected ventures and respondents. 




phenomenon under study, we completed our data collection (Flick 2014). Table 2 below shows 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































3.3.3 Data Analysis 
For our data analysis, we followed an iterative procedure, that is, we constantly alternated 
between the collected data and emerging theoretical concepts (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Miles 
and Huberman, 1994; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This analytical process was carried out in 
three subsequent steps. First, we classified the evidence according to empirical themes; second, 
we abstracted the empirical themes into conceptual categories; and third, we aggregated the 
conceptual categories into a theoretical framework that explains how sharing entrepreneurs 
advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystem. Figure 3 below summarizes these stages 
of the analytical process. Throughout the analysis, we used the ATLAS.ti research software to 
document, arrange, and contrast the codes of all conducted interviews. We continuously 
returned to the literature to ground the emerging themes in existing theoretical concepts of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Stage I: Identifying predominant themes 
In the first stage, we developed first-order codes that describe emerging empirical themes as 
closely as possible to the original evidence (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). We analyzed each 
interview transcript separately to identify salient themes for how sharing entrepreneurs 
advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystem. In addition, we started to compare the 
emerging themes across the transcripts to refine the representative codes and to assess the 
variance between them. Throughout the analytic process, we went back to the relevant passages 
of the transcripts to validate if they support the emerging themes. When we found discrepancies, 
we revised the themes and recoded the data. Once we agreed on a set of empirical themes, we 
subsumed them into higher-order categories, which provided the preliminary foundation for the 
subsequent theoretical framework.  
Stage II: Constructing conceptual categories  
In the second stage of analysis, we used axial coding (Strauss and Corbin 1998) to consolidate 
and abstract the emerging thematic structure for the micro-level practices of sustainable 
ventures to advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystem. We also used axial coding to 
summarize the empirical themes into higher-level categories (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2009). To 
do so, we constantly compared empirical themes in the evidence with emerging conceptual 
categories (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1998). For example, perusing 
statements about network activities led us to combine the themes of “providing a network of 




actors”, and “consulting sustainability experts to improve own practices” into the conceptual 
category “establishing a sustainability network”. Finally, our analysis resulted in several 
second-order themes, which ground and specify our conceptual categories (Gioia et al., 2013). 
Stage III: Developing a theoretical framework  
In the final analytic stage, we aggregated the conceptual categories into an empirically 
grounded theoretical framework that identifies and reflects three distinct micro-level practices 
of sustainable sharing ventures in their ecosystem. We took further steps to increase the 
trustfulness of our findings, such as independently coding the interview transcripts, and 
obtaining feedback from our respondents on the representativeness of the identified categories 
(Nag, Corley, & Gioia, 2007).  
3.4 Findings 
We adopted a thematic analysis that enabled us to understand how sustainable entrepreneurs 
advocate the sustainability cause in their ecosystem. Figure 3 illustrates the resultant data 
structure and delineates three distinct micro-level practices, that is, building a supportive 


















































Our study reveals that sustainable ventures enact the three distinct micro-level practices as sets 
of sayings, doings, and actions, which conjointly help to advocate the sustainability cause, as 
shown in Figure 4. Below we explain the three micro-level practices in detail, which we further 
illustrate with representative quotes from the interview data. 
Figure 4. A model of micro-level practices to advocate sustainability 
 
Furthermore, we provide in Table 3 primary data excerpts for our findings, which empirically 
support our description of the three distinct micro-level practices and provide empirical 































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































3.4.1 Building a Supportive Environment  
Building a supportive environment reflects the endeavor of sustainable ventures to encourage 
other sustainable-oriented actors in their ecosystem. Helping sustainable actors through a 
supportive environment offers protection from factors that threaten their position in the 
ecosystem and fosters the expansion of the actors´ capabilities and resilience. Our evidence 
shows that entrepreneurs are supporting other actors by the following micro-level practices: 
enhancing the visibility of sustainable businesses, establishing a sustainability network, and 
strengthening local ecosystems.  
In the case of enhancing the visibility of sustainable businesses, sustainable sharing 
entrepreneurs enact several micro-level practices to draw public attention to sustainable 
ventures. Our data shows that entrepreneurs encourage sustainable businesses by promoting 
them on social media, or by collectively running online campaigns. We found that enhancing 
the visibility of sustainable businesses does not depend on a close relationship between the 
promoted business and the sharing venture. Our respondents reported that they support 
businesses they are friends with, partners, or even firms that merely share similar ideals. In 
some cases, the support of sustainable businesses serves to counteract large industry players 
that sharing entrepreneurs consider as a threat to sustainability, such as Amazon. As such, some 
sharing entrepreneurs emphasized that they deliberately support small ventures, as Amazon 
creates a risk for their very survival. We also found that sustainable entrepreneurs utilize their 
proprietary platform to enhance the visibility of sustainable businesses; for example, they 
implement filters or promotions on their webpages, as this founder reports: 
One of our characteristics is that we want to encourage and promote responsible consumption. And that 
is why we specifically give sustainable product visibility. This works with filters and different promotions 
on our platform and so on. (GOOD01) 
In building a supportive environment, sharing entrepreneurs do not only strive for enhancing 
the visibility of sustainable businesses, but they also support establishing a sustainability 
network. Scholars argue that networks of actors shape the environment and shared cultural 
beliefs of an ecosystem (Malecki, 2018). In our data, entrepreneurs primarily create networks 
between businesses, organizations, political parties, and communities intending to “.. help to 
develop sustainable business” (FURN01). Accordingly, our data shows that sustainable 




knowledge, expand sustainable businesses, and promote sustainability. Neumeyer and Santos 
(2018) emphasize the importance of networks for sustainable entrepreneurs: They found that 
sustainable entrepreneurs show a higher intensity of connectedness than conventional 
entrepreneurs. Sustainable entrepreneurs emphasize that they create networks “.. to help” 
(COW02), which demonstrates how they actively make use of their proprietary resources to 
support other sustainable businesses. In particular, they provide access to “.. the right people” 
(SPA01), such as mentors, alumni, or sustainability experts. As such, sharing entrepreneurs 
often perceive themselves as an intermediary that “.. builds bridges” (SPA01), as the founder 
of a co-working space described:  
You can say we are this entity that builds bridges between different actors. We work with the city and the 
government, but we also have a community aspect, which might be very local with small initiatives. We 
are the ones who go between these actors, and we try to be the space where they can meet and interact. 
(SPA01) 
 
In addition to enhancing the visibility of sustainable businesses, and establishing a 
sustainability network, our analysis shows that sustainable entrepreneurs are strengthening 
local ecosystems. We observed that their supportive micro-level practices often refer to local 
businesses, such as the local book or grocery stores. Although recent research argues that global 
products usually perform better in relation to sustainability standards than local products 
(Schmitt et al., 2017), the perception that buying locally is better for the environment is still 
persistent (Adams & Salois, 2010; Thilmany, Bond, & Bond, 2008). This positioning is also 
reflected by our evidence, as sustainable entrepreneurs perceive supporting local businesses as 
an essential driver for sustainability. Therefore, they specifically cooperate with local 
businesses, such as the founder of a carsharing service emphasized: 
 
We think that a sustainable world needs to be organized in a more fragmented way; the world has to be 
organized locally. We only look for local companies to work together. (CAR02) 
3.4.2 Disrupting Normative Standards  
Disrupting normative standards relates to the endeavor of sustainable entrepreneurs to define a 
common notion of sustainability. According to extant research, changes that drive 
entrepreneurial forces are important for the development and direction of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem (Roundy et al., 2018; Spigel & Harrison, 2018). Roundy, Bradshaw, and Brockman 




by addressing specific problems in their ecosystem. Our data analysis suggests that sharing 
entrepreneurs´ sayings, doings, and actions aim to work on disrupting normative standards by 
confronting businesses with sustainability improvements, and by incentivizing sustainable 
behavior.  
In the case of confronting businesses with sustainability improvements, sustainable 
entrepreneurs use existing collaboration projects or enter new ones to address sustainability 
issues and persuade their partners to involve in change. These partners are mostly local 
governments, supermarkets, suppliers, or providers. For instance, sustainable entrepreneurs 
demand suppliers to deliver sustainable products, and they encourage business partners to 
rethink their current activities and to invest in sustainable projects. Throughout our interviews, 
sharing entrepreneurs described their aspiration to facilitate sustainability in society by 
animating various actors to adopt sustainable business patterns. Our analysis shows that sharing 
entrepreneurs contact partners to draw attention to their unsustainable behavior and to suggest 
alternatives that “.. lead to a rethinking process” (RIDE05). This rethinking is either evoked by 
direct actions, for example requiring products to be in recycled packages, or by indirect ones, 
for example, through cooperating with supermarkets to reveal food waste. We found that 
sustainable entrepreneurs also draw attention to sustainability improvements that go beyond the 
core business activities of partners. The founder of a crowdfunding platform described, for 
instance, how they encourage partners to invest in sustainability projects such as supporting 
schools or animal welfare if their crowdfunding project was successful: 
For larger projects, we talk to the project initiators about how they can create a benefit for society. For 
larger projects, we ask what else do they offer in addition to the project? Can they, for example, build 
water wells with us or support a school? Or to support a sustainability association? So, we try to 
collaborate with the project initiators on projects, where they additionally invest in social or 
environmental problems. This could be animal welfare or association for leukemia children, and so forth. 
(CROW01) 
 
In addition to confronting businesses with sustainability improvements, we found that 
sustainable entrepreneurs enact micro-level practices to incentivize sustainable behavior 
among employees, customers, and stakeholders. Our respondents reported that their employees 
“.. motivate each other” (FOOD05) to adopt alternative ways of consumption, such as wearing 
second-hand clothes or preferring the use of public transport. We also observed that founders 
feel responsible for “.. transferring sustainability to the company and employees” (COW02). 




change individuals by encouraging the development of learning abilities for sustainable living. 
We found that sharing entrepreneurs do and act accordingly by educating, nudging, and 
exemplifying pro-environmental behavior through reward systems, gamification approaches, 
and alternative product experience. In the case of exemplifying pro-environmental behavior, 
the founder of a coworking space described how they implicitly influence their co-workers by 
implementing and enforcing a circular economy work experience:  
Everything here is second-hand and reusable. We have five recycling station. The moment you walk in, 
there is a little bit of conditioning. I think that is what we encourage all our spaces to be, so we develop 
guidelines around how you make co-working circular. (SPA01) 
3.4.3 Reframing the Sustainability Paradigm 
Our data surfaces that sustainable entrepreneurs deliberately engage in reframing the 
sustainability paradigm of the sharing economy. Extant research identified four main 
sustainability paradigms (Zagonari, 2016), that is, weak sustainability, a-growth, de-growth, 
and strong sustainability. When explaining how they advocate sustainability in their ecosystem, 
our respondents often referred to a dedicated ambition to transform the sharing economy from 
a weak sustainability paradigm, that is, meeting own needs, towards a strong one, that is, 
enabling future generations to meet their needs the same way as the current generation. This 
ambition became salient when sustainable entrepreneurs described their desire to return the 
sharing economy to “.. a serious collaborative economy” (GOOD01). Throughout our 
interviews, we furthermore observed how sustainable sharing ventures face challenges from the 
recent evolution of the sharing economy, which developed from an altruistic movement to a 
market-oriented business environment. Related research has found that sustainable 
entrepreneurs have tangible disadvantages in comparison to for-profit businesses, such as 
higher information asymmetries and regulatory barriers, or difficulties to achieve market 
breakthroughs (Cohen & Winn, 2007; Dean & McMullen, 2007; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). 
Moreover, recent studies found that sustainable entrepreneurs have to handle strong market-
pressures threatening their ventures´ survival, which results from the rising economic logic in 
the sharing economy that is driven by dominant competitors like Airbnb and Uber (Pankov et 
al., 2019; Zvolska et al., 2019). While these powerhouses grow at exponential rates, their 
business practices weaken the original sustainability promise of the sharing economy. 
Currently, the sharing economy is deeply transformed by the effect of “Uberization” and the 
“Uber Syndrom” (Dreyer et al., 2017), which emphasizes the negative consequences of sharing 




and renters (Coldwell 2014), and Uber used the illegal software “Greyball” to evade law 
enforcement (Wong 2017). However, the sharing economy gradually divides into the groups of 
for-profit ventures and sustainable ones (Pankov et al., 2019; Zvolska et al., 2019). 
Consequently, sustainable ventures have a hard time to advocate their cause in a contested field. 
We found that, as a response, sustainable sharing entrepreneurs started reframing the 
sustainability paradigm of the sharing economy by engaging in political action and mitigating 
mistrust against the sharing economy. 
In the case of engaging in political action, many of our respondents described how they engage 
in political actions to draw public attention to sustainability challenges. Relatedly, the future 
evolution of sustainable ventures in the sharing economy relies heavily upon dedicated political 
support from stakeholders and policy-makers alike (Pankov et al., 2019). This support is needed 
to prevent that the sharing economy continues to grow “in the shadow of the law” (Katz 2015, 
p. 61). Driven by their motivation to foster sustainability, our respondents report that they are 
building partnerships with cities for sustainability projects, share knowledge about sustainable 
business practices, and cooperate with political parties to develop sustainability strategies. Our 
analysis shows that sharing ventures specifically work with policymakers from the green parties 
in their countries to influence the business regulations in their industries. For example, some 
sharing ventures invest in policy actions aiming at developing strategies “.. how Germany can 
be more sustainable” (FOOD03), and a furniture sharing venture utilizes its regional power to 
draw attention to sustainable business practices: 
We wrote an action paper together with the Greens about how social entrepreneurship can be better 
supported […]. We want to share the idea and also exert political influence […]. There are some initiatives 
aimed at supporting start-ups, but they are all about digitization. In the initiatives that we are part of, we 
want to give ourselves a voice and say that there is more in the start-up scene. There is more diversity. 
(FURN01) 
Regarding the state of uncertainty about the present tensions and contradictions around values 
and attributes in the sharing economy, we observed that sustainable entrepreneurs engage in 
mitigating mistrust against the sharing economy. The ambiguity of the field results in 
practices of sustainable entrepreneurs to distance themselves from purely profit-oriented 
sharing economy players. For instance, our respondents specified that they inform the involved 
stakeholders about differences between sustainable sharing and share-washing practices, they 
emphasize the distinctiveness of the sharing economy and collaborative consumption, and they 




sustainable sharing ventures highlight their sustainable business practices to explicitly refer to 
distinctive values in comparison to the economic powerhouses, such as Airbnb and Uber. Our 
data suggest that sharing entrepreneurs enact these practices to counter the reputational damage 
which the dominant actors cause to the sustainability claim of the sharing economy. For 
instance, in the case of a scooter-sharing venture, the founder described how they engage cities 
to maintain their support of sharing activities, despite negative experiences in the past:   
There was a lot of discussion and press articles around the entire topic of bike-sharing, especially in Munich. 
City councils are afraid that it gets a bit rough or disorganized in their city. That is why we are participating 
in round tables to alleviate their concerns. (SCOO01) 
3.5 Discussion 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems represent self-sufficient systems of interrelated institutions and 
their environments, wherein entrepreneurs are the central actors shaping the long-term 
evolution of ecosystems. Understanding the role and impact of entrepreneurial actors on the 
shared values, norms, and business practices of entrepreneurial ecosystems constitutes a major 
puzzle in the literature (Audretsch et al., 2019; Malecki, 2018; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017b; Spigel 
& Harrison, 2018). To address this micro-level research perspective, we investigated in our 
study how sustainable entrepreneurs advocate the sustainability cause in the sharing economy. 
Using 31 in-depth interviews with founders and senior managers of sustainable sharing 
ventures, we looked specifically into the micro-level practices of these actors to facilitate 
sustainability in their respective ecosystems. In our thematic analysis of the evidence, we 
examined the sets of sayings, doings, and actions which the entrepreneurial actors in our sample 
commonly carry out. Our findings show that sustainable entrepreneurs rely on three distinct 
sets of micro-level practices, that is, building a supportive environment, disrupting normative 
standards, and reframing the sustainability paradigm. Through these micro-level practices, 
sharing entrepreneurs define a common notion of sustainability in the sharing economy. Our 
resultant framework substantiates the central role of sustainable entrepreneurs in the evolution 
of ecosystems, and it delineates the distinct micro-level practices they enact to advocate the 
sustainability cause. In sum, our framework contributes to a better understanding of the sharing 
economy, and it adds further insights into the emerging theory on sustainable entrepreneurship 





3.5.1 Implications for Theory 
The delineation of the distinct micro-level practices in our framework contributes to a better 
understanding of entrepreneurial ecosystems and the sharing economy in several ways. First, 
our detailed insights on the saying, doings, and actions constituting the three micro-level 
practices contribute to the literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems. Our framework shows how 
the building, disrupting, and reframing practices of sustainable entrepreneurs conjointly shape 
and establish the sustainability dimension in entrepreneurial ecosystems. These three micro-
level practices of sustainable entrepreneurs are reinforced by their deep-rooted determination 
to achieve the desired outcome of facilitating sustainability in business and society. Our 
findings show ample empirical evidence for the significant role these sustainable entrepreneurs 
play for the development of ecosystems that take sustainability principles into account. By 
using the micro-level practice lens, our study findings complement the predominant macro-
level focus of extant ecosystem research. Moreover, our findings address the call to gain more 
insights into the development of shared goals in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Autio et al., 2018). 
Our evidence shows that sustainable entrepreneurs actively involve multiple ecosystem actors 
in the sustainability cause. They do so with the clear ambition to nurture sustainable value, 
norms, and practices within their respective entrepreneurial ecosystems, and to ultimately 
promote a more sustainable way of living in the wider society. 
Second, our study findings provide important insights for micro-level factors that influence the 
dynamic development of entrepreneurial ecosystems. Extant studies started to examine how 
different ecosystem actors affect its further development and evolution. However, most 
research in this area has focused on the institutional level of influence on ecosystem evolution. 
Exemplary, the studies of Grimaldi and Grandi (2005), Motoyama and Knowlton (2017), 
Goswami, Mitchell and Bhagavatula (2018) focused on the diverse effects of incubators, 
accelerators, and policy initiatives on the entrepreneurial ecosystem development. Our study 
complements these macro-level analyses of institutional actors with a fine-grained investigation 
of how the micro-level practices of entrepreneurial actors shape the dynamic evolution of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem concerning the sustainability dimension. The framework depicts that 
sustainable entrepreneurs rely on combinations of sayings, doings, and actions to advocate the 
sustainability cause. These combinations commonly constitute the three micro-level practices 
in our framework, that is, building a supportive environment, disrupting normative standards, 
and reframing the sustainability paradigm. This way, our study uncovers the role of a central 




description of micro-level factors originating in the practices of sustainable entrepreneurs 
deliver valuable complementary insights to theorize the factors influencing the evolution of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. Our framework shows that the pursuit of the micro-level 
perspective is critical to fully capture the role and impact of individual actors for the dynamic 
ecosystem development. 
Complementing the insights that our study provides to the entrepreneurial ecosystem literature, 
our results offer two important implications for theorizing the phenomenon of the sharing 
economy. First, our study results help to shed light on the ongoing discourse about the 
sustainability dimension of the sharing economy as an evolving field. This discourse about the 
fundamental principles undergirding sustainability is profoundly divided and conflictual, and it 
leads to opposing viewpoints for the consequences of the rapidly growing sharing ventures to 
either being largely beneficial or deeply damaging to the broader societal and environmental 
concerns (Acquier et al., 2017; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Martin, 2016; Murillo et al., 2017). 
Extant empirical studies investigating this critical part of the sharing economy predominantly 
looked at the large flagship ventures, such as Uber and Airbnb, to get a better understanding for 
the sustainability-related impact of sharing activities and practices on the field and the broader 
society (Geissinger et al., 2019; Laurell & Sandström, 2017). Parguel, Lunardo, and Benoit-
Moreau (2017, p. 55) concisely stated that we need to get more diversity and depth in the inquiry 
of the sharing economy, as “the time has come for the utopian view of the sharing economy to 
enter the second phase of relative maturity.” In contrast, the depicted micro-level practices in 
our framework represent the sayings, doings, and actions of small and medium-sized sharing 
ventures. This way, our study findings provide a broader, more inclusive perspective 
understanding of the practices and related motivations of sharing ventures. By focusing on the 
micro-level practices of entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized ventures, our study results 
respond to the call to examine the sharing economy as a phenomenon beyond the attention 
space taken by the dominant flagship ventures. 
Second, as part of the dissenting scholarly viewpoints on the sharing economy, recent studies 
have started to systematically examine the diverse factors and boundary conditions influencing 
the sustainability dimension in the sharing economy (Curtis & Lehner, 2019; Ertz & Leblanc-
Proulx, 2018; Geissinger et al., 2019). We further contribute to this specific stream of research 
on the sharing economy by providing ample, empirically grounded insights into how 
sustainable entrepreneurs address sustainability concerns with distinct sets of micro-level 




reach beyond the primary purpose of advocating sustainability in the sharing economy setting. 
Our evidence suggests that these ventures deliberately construe these practices to defend and 
strengthen their position in a competitive environment that increasingly risks losing its 
credibility of respecting the original sustainability dimension (Frenken, 2017; Martin, 2016; 
Parguel et al., 2017). Our study findings show that sustainable sharing ventures respond to this 
challenge by actively involving in policy-making processes, and by mitigating mistrust against 
the sharing economy. These micro-level practices aim to counteract the reputational damage 
which results from the aggressive growth strategy of the dominant sharing venture flagships at 
the cost of long-term sustainable values. Our framework describes and specifies the distinct 
practices that sustainable sharing ventures can relate to as impactful drivers of sustainability in 
the sharing economy. In the end, the identified micro-level practices in the framework reflect 
the underlying conviction of the actors to transfer deeply held sustainability values to the 
sharing economy at large and to lead a sustainable life ultimately. 
3.5.2 Implications for Practice 
Our study provides several recommendations for practice. First, our resultant framework shows, 
in a detailed manner, how sustainable sharing entrepreneurs enact three distinct micro-level 
practices to advocate the sustainability cause. The framework provides this way guidance for 
entrepreneurial actors aiming to pursue a more sustainable path of growing their ventures. The 
three micro-level practices summarize the sayings, doings, and actions that entrepreneurs can 
draw from to address the sustainability challenge and to incite the actors in their respective 
ecosystems towards a more sustainable way of venturing. Our study suggests that the conjoint 
effect of supportive, disruptive and reframing practices of sustainable entrepreneurs supports 
the purpose of advocating sustainability. The combined set of micro-level practices helps in the 
long run to create a normative pressure, which in turn incentivizes all ventures to act more 
sustainably. 
Furthermore, our study results highlight the crucial role of stakeholders for the support of the 
sustainability cause. Sustainable ventures need to involve multiple stakeholders in their cause, 
such as employees, customers, suppliers, and partners. To change the direction of the entire 
ecosystem towards sustainability requires the support of a large group of actors pursuing the 
same purpose. Also, it is critical for sustainable entrepreneurs to connect and bond with other 
sustainable ventures to build a more stable and impactful base for their common cause beyond 




supportive when it comes to creating relationships with sharing ventures that pursue similar 
values. A shared sense of purpose of sustainable entrepreneurs encourages to develop strong 
ties between them and to significantly strengthen the awareness and respect for the 
sustainability cause in the broader ecosystem. Finally, our study shows that political 
intervention is a necessary action to encourage the long-term success of sustainable ventures in 
business and society. The reason is that sustainable entrepreneurs have to handle more venture 
risks, as their business practices result in higher barriers market breakthrough, regulatory 
particularities, and higher information asymmetries (Cohen & Winn, 2007; Dean & McMullen, 
2007; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). Our evidence clearly highlights that sustainable 
entrepreneurs require specific supportive systems that help them survive in these less favorable 
competitive venture conditions. 
3.5.3 Limitations and Future Research  
Our inductive study provides ample evidence and a detailed description of the methodological 
procedures to assure the credibility of our findings and to empirically support the resultant 
theoretical framework (Suddaby, 2006). However, like all research, our study has some 
limitations, which form the basis for future research. First, our findings rely on the accounts of 
sustainable entrepreneurs operating in the sharing economy in Germany. Our purposive 
sampling logic and the resultant small sample size restrict the transferability of our study 
findings. Although we purposively included a set of ecosystems from different industries with 
sharing ventures of various sizes in our sample, future research in differing contexts or countries 
might deliver complementary insights into micro-level practices of sustainable entrepreneurs. 
Second, while the results of our indictive study are not statistically generalizable, the theoretical 
framework is analytically transferable to theorizing micro-level practices in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems beyond the sharing economy (Gioia et al., 2013). That is, the detailed insights we 
gained on the sayings, doings, and actions of the entrepreneurial actors provide deeper 
theoretical inferences about the general pattern of practices that enable entrepreneurial actors 
to pursue set objectives. Relating to the epistemological lens of our study, we suggest 
entrepreneurial ecosystem scholars to adopt different methodological approaches to capture the 
interactions within an ecosystem, such as network analysis (Neumeyer & Santos, 2018), 
principal investigator-centered governance framework (Cunningham, Menter, & Wirsching, 
2019) or a multidimensional entrepreneurial ecosystem scale (Liguori, Bendickson, Solomon, 
& Mcdowell, 2019). Finally, although our study illustrates how sharing entrepreneurs enact 




findings do not cover the frequency or intensity of the related actions and their respective 
interrelations (Knockaert, Spithoven, & Clarysse, 2014). It might, therefore, be valuable to 
develop measurable constructs to cover the density and multi-sidedness of interactions 
unfolding in the dynamic evolution of entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
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Labels as Moral Markers:  
Organizational Identity Formation in Contested Fields 
 
Abstract 
How to build a coherent narrative of organizational identity in a socially contested field? 
Through an inductive study of the sharing economy, we analyzed how entrepreneurs deal with 
conflicting collective identities and develop coherent organizational identity narratives through 
label work. Our findings reveal that entrepreneurs responded to the field´s social contestation 
by using the label as a malleable moral marker. The process of embracing, fixing, un-fixing, 
and re-fixing the label´s principles helped entrepreneurs to, on the one hand, provide coherence 
to their identity narrative while, on the other hand, working on the consolidation of their 
preferred principles of the field label. By exploring the identity formation through label work 
in socially contested fields, we offer a new perspective on the importance of label work for 
identity formation and its malleability potential.  
Keywords  
Identity formation, contested fields, organizational identity, collective identity, label 
Status  
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Through identity narratives, entrepreneurs make sense and give sense to their venture in relation 
to their fellow´s field ventures while dealing with the tensions between adhering to the field 
identity that will provide them with legitimacy and creating an organizational distinctive 
identity that will help them to attract unique resources (Brewer, 1991, 1993; Clegg, Rhodes, & 
Kornberger, 2007; Granqvist, Grodal, & Woolley, 2013; Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018). Since this 
process is multiphased, complex, contentious, and continuously precarious (Patvardhan et al., 
2015), instead of focusing on achieving consensus, entrepreneurs try to create narrative 
coherence in their beliefs about the field and their organization identity (Patvardhan et al., 
2015). As such, Patvardhan et al. (2015, p. 427) describe the collective and organizational 
identity formation as “interdependent and coevolv[ing].” However, little is said about 
organizational identity formation when entrepreneurs enter a field in which multiple frames 
already exist, and they are confronted and contested by other entrepreneurs and even by more 
macro societal discourses. As a result, in their identity formation process, entrepreneurs need 
to take into account how to create a distinct identity from others in the field, a coherent identity 
with the field narrative and deal with the social contestation of the field. 
Gaining legitimacy to achieve conformity with the field or societal rules has been addressed by 
scholars of collective identity, primary with social movement perspectives (Fligstein, 
Polyakova, & Sandholtz, 2012; Melucci, 1995) that emphasized the social and relational 
dynamics of negotiation and bargaining amongst the members of a collective involved in the 
identity formation. Influenced by this literature, Navis and Glynn (2010) studied the emergence 
and legitimation of identity in the context of a new market category. They describe how, in the 
early phases of a market category´s development, firms mute their individual distinctiveness 
and espouse a collective identity, projecting sameness and bringing legitimacy. Khaire and 
Wadhwani (2010) argued about the importance of shaping discourse to create comparison and 
valuation criteria for new categories. Stigliani and Elsbach (2018) stressed the importance of 
creating a label as a central carrier of the field principles. Comparison criteria, categories, and 
labels are all elements of symbolic apparatus build to signify membership (Ashforth & Gibbs, 
1990). Entrepreneurs use label work as a boundary object (Carlile, 2002) to facilitate meaning 
amongst disparate stakeholders (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). While this literature emphasizes the 




is realized in fields in contestation. Therefore, our primary research question becomes how 
entrepreneurs build their organizational and collective coherent identities in contested fields? 
Moreover, we ask how this process is influenced by the label? 
To answer this question, we study how entrepreneurs, through identity narratives and label 
work, make sense of their venture and shape the sharing economy´s field identity. We looked 
at the evolution of the field of the sharing economy in Europe since its emergence in 
approximately the 1990s. We focused on identity tensions, especially in the last years of field 
expansion, from 2010 to 2019, where the field was exponentially growing and started being 
subject to societal contestation. This approach enabled us to cover the progressive influence of 
the societal discourses in shaping the label of the sharing economy and entrepreneurs´ narratives 
of identity formation and identity field consolidation.  
We argue that when confronted with the field´s societal contestation, entrepreneurs responded 
to the identity crisis by embracing the tensions while working towards their preferred collective 
identity configuration. Instrumental to this process, entrepreneurs used the label as a malleable 
moral marker. Entrepreneurs first embraced the label, then fixed it, then un-fixed it, and finally 
re-fixed the label, welcoming and rejecting fundamental principles associated with the label to 
ensure narrative coherence. The label became a malleable moral marker that helped set the 
moral principles of the field and adjust them when necessary to achieve narrative coherence.  
We contribute to the literature of identity formation and the management of the tensions 
between field coherence and organizational distinctiveness by showing how entrepreneurs 
responded to external societal criticism by using the label as a malleable moral marker. We also 
showed how, through narratives of identity configuration, sharing economy entrepreneurs could 
deal with societal criticism and work towards the consolidation of a collective identity. In doing 
so, we yield theoretical insights that hold important implications for theory in the process of 
co-identity formation at organization and field level showing the importance of the influence 








4.2 Theoretical Background 
4.2.1 Identity Narratives in Contested Fields 
Identity formation in organizations is a reflexive process that entails sustaining continuously 
revised biographical narratives that must integrate events occurring in the external world into 
an ongoing story defining a sense of what the organization is (Weick 1995). Identity narratives 
capture and constitute the fine-tuned ways in which the organization and social relation might 
be configured (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008) and negotiated (Alvesson et al., 2008). 
Narratives of organization identities are not universal (Morrison & Milliken, 2000) but 
heterogenous and can even overlap, be complementary, and sometimes contradictory (Shepherd 
& Haynie, 2009). To gain legitimacy, entrepreneurs build coherent narratives that will help 
them to relate to different stakeholders (Michael Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Vaara, Sonenshein, 
& Boje, 2016) and acquire resources (Martens, Jennings, & Jennings, 2007). 
Building coherent narratives is not always linear. Entrepreneurs in fields in the expansion are 
torn between two opposing needs of defining a collective identity with the field that allows 
them to be understood as part of an established and trust-worthy category (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 
Granqvist et al., 2013; Hsu & Hannan, 2005) and simultaneously develop a distinctive identity 
that emphasizes their uniqueness in comparison to competitors (Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & 
Thomas, 2010; King & Whetten, 2008; Navis & Glynn, 2011). Entrepreneurs have to convince 
stakeholders that their business “fits in and stands out from its environment” (van Werven, 
Bouwmeester, & Cornelissen, 2015, p. 9). In their study of the emergence of “iSchools,” 
Patvardhan et al. (2015, p. 428) described this identity process as follows: “Members´ attempts 
to highlight their differences (for distinctiveness) even as they seek to mute them (for collective 
identity) render the subsystem as a site of dichotomous forces of competitive and co-operative 
dynamics.” Padvardhan et al. (2015) showed how the interrelation between the emergence of 
the organizational and the field identity evoked an identity crisis, which did not create a 
mutually agreeable identity but instead forced them to create an “implicit consensus” (Nag et 
al., 2007) that gave room to distinct practices in an environment with shared understandings 
and encouraged members of the field to develop a form of “we-ness.” Therefore, entrepreneurs 
have to balance between the tension of showing too much similarity, lack sufficient uniqueness, 





Most studies of identity formation are primarily focusing on the process of how entrepreneurs 
create a distinct identity amongst the organizations within a field while configuring a collective 
identity that will provide them with legitimacy (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley, 2013; 
Patvardhan et al., 2015; Wry et al., 2011). While investigating this tension is important, the 
complexity of the collective identity formation is still ill-researched. 
Collective identity is central to the field functioning as it builds internal cohesion and a sense 
of we-ness (Gamson, 1992; Melucci, 1995) amongst actors and achieves differentiation within 
categories. The idea of a collective identity has been presented as constructed, activated, and 
sustained through interaction amongst members of a community (Taylor & Whittier, 1992), 
where members negotiate shared principles (Gecas, 2000). In the analysis of collective 
identities, research has focused on the negotiated and even contested process of identity 
construction amongst the members of the field (Patvardhan et al., 2015). Social movement 
perspectives of collective identity (Fligstein et al., 2012; Melucci, 1995) emphasize the social 
and relational dynamics of negotiation and bargaining amongst the members of a collective 
involved in collective identity formation.  
Influenced by this literature, studies of organization collective identity dynamics have looked 
at the role of identity legacies and the negotiation processes. Czarniawska and Wolff (1998), 
for instance, investigated how the narratives of the identity of two newly established 
universities were not only affected by the organizations´ identity formation, but by the 
university´s previous societal demands and expectations of different stakeholders. Therefore, 
collective identity is influenced by events and societal discourses in the present and past 
(Gronbeck, 1998). How entrepreneurs narrate the past has a prevalent effect on organizational 
identities (Oertel & Thommes, 2018) and the formation of collective identities. Furthermore, 
historic institutional events can cause an organizational identity shift (Rao et al., 2003). Rao, 
Monin, and Durand (2003), for instance, investigated how the French gastronomy went through 
a shift from a traditional French identity towards the configuration of a nouvelle cuisine, 
creating at some point an identity crisis in French chefs. Legacy identities, interpretations of 
history, and socio-cultural discourses influence the field identity formation and can create 
pivotal moments or identity crises, putting pressure on the entrepreneurs´ identity meaning 
formation (Benner, 2007).  
In dealing with an identity crisis, research has pointed at the importance of collective symbols 




Stigliani and Elsbach (2018) showed how the creation of a label acted as a central carrier in the 
sensemaking and sensegiving of the organization identity and reduced the tensions in 
understanding the new identity of the field. In their study, the label “service design” allowed 
the founders of the two leading organizations in the field to carry meanings over time and across 
the different organizations´ central characteristics of the field such as the field principles, while 
differentiating each other on the practices (Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018). Symbols such as labels 
seem to help in the formation of organizational identities. However, little work is done in how 
these labels are used in the process of identity formation, especially in fields that are contested 
but still in expansion. A better understanding of labels and labeling work can shed light on 
complex identity formation processes in contested fields. 
4.2.2 Label Work and Collective Identity 
A label is a “type of symbol” that assigns meaning to belong to markets or fields (Granqvist et 
al., 2013) and helps to develop shared meanings among field actors as well as stakeholders 
(Hannan, László, & Caroll, 2007; Zuckerman, 1999). Labels hold socially constructed 
meanings and create boundaries (Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002; Star & Griesemer, 1989), 
providing the bases of stable social interactions (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995, 1997) as well as 
“structure and simplify the social environment, primarily for reasons of understanding, 
consensus, and control” (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1997, p. 43). When organizations are 
positioning themselves within the field´s label, they are confronted with already existing 
principles, beliefs, and attitudes that stakeholders have confirmed over time. Organizations 
stepping in the normative framework of the label will be most likely confronted with label 
expectations (Hannan et al., 2007; Polos, Hannan, & Carroll, 2002). The label “fairtrade,” for 
instance, raises different expectations towards organizations than the label "mining industry." 
While “fairtrade”, for instance, may imply meanings such as “social welfare” or “fairness,” the 
“mining industry” label may create meanings such as “exploitation” or “environmental 
degradation.” Those meanings are also ascribed to organizations using the label. Therefore, it 
is hardly surprising that belonging to multiple fields or “categories” can be deconstructive for 
organizations, as stakeholders are unable to ascribe them precise meanings (Hannan et al., 2007; 
Hsu, 2006; Polos et al., 2002; Zuckerman, 1999). Similarly, stakeholders perceive two 
organizations operating under two different labels while pursuing similar activities as distinct 




Fields with labels with ambiguous meanings (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Anteby, 2010) and 
boundaries (Santos & Eisenhardt, 2009) create a challenging environment for organizations as 
those fields have to accommodate various communities (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 
2003; O´Mahony & Bechky, 2008; Rao, 1994). For example, labels of emerging fields can give 
rise to various competing organizational and socially constructed meanings (Fligstein, 1996). 
Organizations in emerging fields are challenged by constructing their own identity and the 
ambiguous label (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Kennedy, 2008; Smircich & Stubbart, 2011). To do so, 
they rely on multiple uses of labels to achieve their desired identity aspirations (Ashforth & 
Gibbs, 1990; Eisenberg, 1984; Jackall, 1988), which can also deviate from the organizations´ 
real abilities.  
Labeling work or the active shaping of meanings of a label can help entrepreneurs to “guide 
stakeholders´ perception of their firm” (Granqvist et al., 2013, p. 408). As such, organizations 
might claim to belong to a field when approving its labels while, when facing ambiguity or 
credibility challenges, they might disassociate themselves from the labels (Elsbach & 
Bhattacharya, 2001; Granqvist et al., 2013; Weber, Heinze, & Desoucey, 2008). Disassociating 
from certain labels that have been misused by other organizations in the field can be critical for 
a firm´s survival (Granqvist et al., 2013) as this avoids stigmatization by stakeholders.  
The studies on labeling work and the relation to market categorization can help us better 
understand how labels are used in forming organizational identity and collective identity. 
Therefore, we analyze how mangers do label work in building distinctiveness while working 
on collective identity, especially when fields are socially contested. 
4.3 Methodology 
4.3.1 Research Setting: The Sharing Economy as a Contested Field 
We situate our research on entrepreneurs´ identity work in the sharing economy in its period of 
expansion, from 2010 to 2019, where the field was exponentially growing but also when it 
started being subject to societal contestation. Specifically, we describe how this identity work 
is influenced by the incumbents´ history and social discourses about the evolution of the field. 
Due to new technological advancement and the emergence of digital platforms, various sharing 




purely social to a progressive market orientation. Consequently, this change evoked field 
tensions as contradictory and often conflictive principles coexist. Drawing from the literature 
on the development of the sharing economy (Ciulli & Kolk, 2019; Mair & Reischauer, 2017; 
Muñoz & Cohen, 2017; Murillo, Buckland, & Val, 2017; Zvolska, Voytenko Palgan, & Mont, 
2019), the secondary data we collected from natural observations (workshops, founder-guided 
tours), archival data (books, documentaries described in Table 4) and social media (Facebook, 
blogs) as well as our interviews, allowed us to define two main stages that preceded the 
expansion stage of the sharing economy and influenced the identity formation of organizations 
and the field:  
The “Hippie” stage:  The “Hippie” stage was formed by small non-profit organizations that 
looked for alternative ways of living beyond conventional norms and formed a tiny part of 
society. They were perceived as “Hippie patrons” (Belk, 2014), people striving for more 
sustainable and community-oriented practices. Members of these organizations were 
predominantly driven by principles of community, sustainability, and trust. As described by 
Violet, entrepreneur of one of the first mobility sharing services in Germany, founded in 1992:  
Well, in the early days of car-sharing, around the late 90s… it was a total hippie thing … people who 
walked around in sandals. It was more of a niche phenomenon. (Violet, CAR07, 2018) 
The “Uberization” stage: With the help of technological advancement, new forms of sharing 
emerged, which replaced the “niche phenomenon” with the promise of a large-scalable 
sustainable business connecting people all over the world. The “Uberization” and “Uber 
Syndrom” (Dreyer, Lüdeke-Freund, Hamann, & Faccer, 2017), was describing the radical 
disruption of traditional business models. As Harry, an entrepreneur at GOOD01, a good 
sharing business, described:  
I was at an event where Airbnb presented itself. And I was pretty shocked that they were competing with 
Couchsurfing by using a commercial model. And now, Couchsurfing has been sort of pushed out of the 
market. (Harry, GOOD01, 2018).  
This “Uberization” stage was also characterized by the development of tensions in the field as 
some of the players´ practices did not only clash with the “Hippie” values but also with the 
social expectation that the sharing economy provides an alternative economic model that is 
aimed to contribute to sustainability. The “Uberization” of the sharing economy was associated 
with the principles of profit, growth, and efficiency but also greed, egocentricity, and 




debates on its downsides, especially its unethical practices such as unfair competition or 
exploitation of labor (Murillo et al., 2017). For instance, Airbnb was accused of a deficient 
regulation of hosts and renters (Coldwell, 2014) or Uber for illegally using the software 
“Greyball” to evade law enforcement (Wong, 2017).  
We situate our research in what we call the “Expansion” stage: After the prodigious financial 
valuations of Airbnb and Uber, and the new opportunities provided by digital technologies, the 
sharing economy experienced an explosion of startups entering the field. As 
such, PricewaterhouseCoopers estimated the global revenues of the sharing economy to rise 
from $15 billion in 2015 to $335 billion by 2025 (PwC, 2015). We label this period of growth 
as the “Expansion” stage. Entrepreneurs entering the “Expansion” stage find themselves 
confronted with opposing principles and practices originated from the “Uberization” and the 
“Hippy” stages but with the discourses of social contestation affecting the field. We focused on 
entrepreneurs who founded their business after 2010 and are accordingly affected by the field´s 
tensions. Those characteristics made the organizations ideal objects for our study where the 
identity of entrepreneurs in the emerging sharing economy was “transparently observable” 
(Eisenhardt, 2016, p. 537) and allowed us to address our research question.  
4.3.2 Data Sources and Collection 
To address our research question, we relied upon a rich data set that enabled us to track the 
evolution of the sharing economy field in Europe over three years, from March 2016, when 
Airbnb and Uber repeatedly reached the headlines of newspapers for their unethical behavior, 
until April 2019. Our data included naturalistic observations, semi-structured interviews, 
archival data, and social media (Facebook and Blogs). This approach enabled us to cover the 
progressive influence of the societal discourses on the field and entrepreneurs´ identity work. 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Semi-structured interviews: We relied on 52 cases, for which we consulted entrepreneurs and 
senior entrepreneurs of sharing ventures. Interviews lasted between 40 and 65 minutes and 
followed a semi-structured guideline. We audio-recorded all interviews, and we transcribed 
them (in total 2652 minutes of interview material). We anonymized the identities of the firms 
and the respondents in the study. During the interviews, we asked informants about their 
motivation to establish a sharing business, their relation to the sharing economy, and a reflection 
on the general field development (interview guideline is available from the first author). We 
often asked informants to provide examples regarding the stories they were telling, which 
enriched the interviews´ accuracy. We stopped the data collection once we detected saturation 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We placed our analysis in Europe, specifically in German-speaking 
countries (Germany, Austria, and Switzerland), as they have a strong welfare state and long 
tradition of the sharing economy. The sharing economy experiences high expansions in 
Germany, Austria, and Switzerland well as intense social contestations around the initial 
altruistic idea of sharing. We complemented our study by interviewing four industry 
associations with a comprehensive understanding of the sharing economy´s evolution. Existent 
studies on the sharing economy largely divide the sharing economy into four sectors 
(Geissinger, Laurell, Sandström, Eriksson, & Nykvist, 2019; Gerwe & Silva, 2018), which are 
services (e.g., skill-sharing), space (e.g., accommodation sharing), transportation (e.g., 
carsharing), and physical goods (e.g., foodsharing). Our sample includes sharing ventures from 
every sector with almost equal distribution. Our sample selection includes ventures of different 
sizes as we aimed at covering how small and large sharing organizations reflect on the 
respective research question under study. This approach allowed us to increase the viability to 
represent an extensive overview of the field´s discourses. Regarding the age of the sharing 
ventures, a wide range was founded after 2008, which is often considered as the beginning of 
the sharing economy´s rapid development (Böcker & Meelen, 2017). Within each subset of the 
resultant sample, we purposively contacted the respondents based on their professional 
positions and their involvement in making strategic decisions for the respective ventures. The 
majority of the respondents are at the executive or senior management level of the sharing 
ventures, which increased their likelihood of being knowledgeable about our study´s central 
topic (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). As a result, the successive combination of the a priori 
cross-sectional sampling of various sharing economy sectors and the purposive sampling of 
respondents within the selected sectors help strengthen the validity of our results and its 





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Naturalistic observation: We collected additional observational data during our interviews and 
workshops on the sharing economy. As such, we participated in an iShare workshop and had 
two founder-guided tours through early sharing organizations established in the 90s and could 
provide deep insights into the emergence of their business. These naturalistic observations 
enriched our understanding of the field and its different development stages.  
Archival data: To enhance the reliability of our data as well as analysis and further understand 
the emergence of the field, we relied on archival data, such as websites, emails, newsletters, 
press articles, and the five most famous books (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Gansky, 2010; Slee, 
2017; Stephany, 2015; Sundararajan, 2016). Additionally, we watched three documentaries that 
captured the evolutionary dynamics of the sharing economy (in total, 169 minutes).  
Social media: To capture the societal contestation of the field, we collected and made use of 
social media, such as Facebook and blogs. Social media allow for discreet data collection (Vesa 
& Vaara, 2014). We regularly observed Facebook pages of four key sharing economy 
associations that were subscribed by up to 48.000 people. Furthermore, we analyzed data of the 
two most prevalent blogs, taking two different perspectives on the sharing economy. While 
Oversharing is known for its critical view, i-share-economy is taking a neutral perspective 
towards the field. Using Facebook and blogs was critical to understand the rise of societal 
contestations.  
4.3.3 Data Analysis 
We organized the subsequent data analysis within three stages, which successively enabled us 
to derive theory from our data.  
Stage I. Identifying predominant themes 
We coded each interview transcript separately to identify and analyze the data salient themes 
of identity-related constructs and processes from our informants. Our ambition was to use these 
salient themes as first-order codes that point out entrepreneurs´ identity narratives. We 
iteratively revisited and re-coded relevant sequences of the interview transcripts to substantiate 
our findings. A first coding excerpt from an interview with Annabelle, an entrepreneur at 
GARD01, a community garden, showed her perception of sharing ventures following the same 
purpose: “The idea is the same, the idea of enabling sharing for people no matter if 




emphasized that regardless of the motivational background for founding a sharing business, 
entrepreneurs are driven by the same idea of opening the possibility for individuals to share. 
We coded this statement in an initial step as the first-order concept, “arguing that all sharing 
businesses have common principles,” and we subsequently assigned it to the second-order 
thematic category of “reinforcing the sense of we-ness.” We found a total of 26 first-order 
concepts, summarized in Figure 5 of the data structure.  
Stage II: Conceptualizing salient categories 
We used axial coding (Strauss and Corbin 1998) to carry out a cross-case comparison of the 
emerging thematic structure for the similarities and differences in how identity narratives were 
taking place in sharing organizations to refine the first-order codes into higher-level categories 
(Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2014). The references to the label of the sharing economy and the 
entrepreneurs´ intention to shape the discourse was an early “surprising fact” (Hanson, 1958), 
which directed us to expand identity narratives traditional analysis to labels. We found 
expression such as, “as a sharing organization, we have environmental responsibility” (Leo, 
SCO01, 2017). In these narratives, we realized the importance of connecting identity narratives 
with the meanings associated with the label, but we also found that the construction of the 
principles associated with the label was playing an important role. Therefore, we analyzed the 
role of the label in relation to second-order themes. Finally, our analysis resulted in 12 second-
order themes (Gioia et al. 2013).  
Stage III: Developing a theoretical model 
We came to define a relation between the identity narrative themes and the label work in the 
final stage. In this process, we defined four aggregate dimensions that defined this relation and 
conformed our model. To ensure our findings´ trustworthiness, we showed our model to two 
informants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This demonstration confirmed that our model was an 
accurate description of entrepreneurs´ identity work in the sharing economy. Figure 5 
























Entering a field with contested identity legacies can sometimes be confusing. Do entrepreneurs 
position within the social contestation or against it? How do they legitimize the contestation and 
their own identity? Our findings revealed a multiphased, complex, and sometimes contradictory 
process of entrepreneurs´ identity formation operating in the field of the sharing economy. We 
argue that this identity formation was influenced by their own need of narrating coherency. 
Moreover, we point at the importance of using the field label “sharing economy” as a moral 
marker. In narrating their identity, entrepreneurs first embraced the label, which helped them 
configure their local identities and field identity aspirations. However, when facing the label´s 
social contestation, they fixed the label to the non-contested principles of the field to signal 
distinctiveness and adjust their legitimacy. Then, to give coherence to their identity narrative, they 
unfixed the label, embracing the ambiguity and contestation of the label. Finally, we observed how 
entrepreneurs re-fixed the label, which helped them to consolidate a collective identity. The 
process of embracing, fixing, un-fixing, and re-fixing the label helped the entrepreneurs to, on the 
one hand, provide coherence for their identity narrative while working on the consolidation of their 
preferred principles of the field label. Figure 6 depicts the model of identity formation through 



















































4.4.1 Embracing the Label for Configuring Local Identity and Field Aspirations 
Entrepreneurs entering the sharing economy often started to narrate their identity by presenting 
their business related to unique principles, mostly related to sustainability or high societal aims, 
and naming some of their distinct practices. Presenting themselves as social and sustainable 
allowed them to embrace the sharing economy label, appealing to the “sharing” and social aspect 
of the label. In embracing the label, they not only presented themselves as unique in their social 
principles, but they appealed to the trendiness of being part of the sharing economy showing 
aspirational belongingness to the field. By framing their business in the sharing economy, they 
were signaling sameness to a field that they found was trendy as well as to configure their own 
local identity.   
Framing the business in the field principles  
In the narration of their business, entrepreneurs emphasized a shared moral responsibility as a 
business of the sharing economy field. Leo at SCO01, a scooter sharing business, narrated the 
principles such as “environmental responsibility” and explained how these principles of the 
sharing economy evoked their own business´ responsibility:  
If we have the choice between a city that has a lot of traffic and smog and a city with less traffic and smog, 
then we strategically decide to launch in the city with more traffic and smog.  (Leo, SCO01, 2017) 
Similarly, Henry, entrepreneur of REPAIR02, a repair cafe, narrated his aspiration of a “social 
transformation” and framed his business in the sharing economy:  
With the sharing economy, we want to create a post-growth economy, a social and ecological transformation 
of our society. To create an alternative economy. (Henry, REPAIR02, 2018) 
Noah at RIDE02, a ridesharing business, even pointed at the sharing economy´s sustainable 
principles in opposition to other fields, reinforcing the uniqueness of belonging to the sharing 
economy.  
If I had liked to earn money, I would have been an investment banker in London... I wanted to increase the 
utilization of resources. That is why I am part of sharing business. (Noah, RIDE02, 2016) 
Defining own principles and practices within the field  
When talking about their motivation behind founding their business, Mia, at RIDE01, a ridesharing 




mobility, which helped her to connect to the “sharing” aspect of the field label by embracing the 
label principles.  
Our principle is that we offer a social, affordable, and sustainable form of mobility in the world. This is our 
principal proposition. This is what we enable through sharing. (Mia, RIDE01, 2017) 
Presenting their principles related to the field principles, like Arlo, entrepreneur of RIDE05, a 
ridesharing business did, entrepreneurs were signaling their local identity (arguing, for example, 
that they are sustainable and reduce CO2).  
Our whole business model is based on the principle of sustainability and the reduction of CO2. This is what 
the sharing economy and we stand for. (Arlo, RIDE05, 2017) 
They were also embracing the label aiming at configuring their identity in the field identity, 
arguing that they are “part of the sharing economy.” 
Signaling strategic adherence to the field 
Embracing the label of the sharing economy helped entrepreneurs to take advantage of the label´s 
“trendy” connotation and even acknowledging that this trendiness was a reason for embracing the 
label of the sharing economy, as Harry at GOOD01, a goods sharing business, described:  
When I founded GOOD01, I never heard about the sharing economy. The sharing economy is such a 
fashionable term, which describes what has already existed before… This was when we started talking to 
and collaborating with actors of the sharing economy, such as “we share” and perceiving us as part of the 
sharing economy. (Harry, GOOD01, 2018) 
Similarly, Lily, an entrepreneur at CAR01, a carsharing business, recounted that she established 
her business on the notion of the label´s trendiness and uses it for her benefits:  
The trend is moving away from private property. The trend is more towards sharing, and we run after the 
trend and use it for us. (Lily, CAR01, 2018)  
Also, the growth potential of the field raised the entrepreneurs´ aspiration to adhere to the sharing 
economy. For example, described by Harry at GOOD01, who affirmed that he is occupying a 
growing field: 
The interesting thing [about the sharing economy] is that it is turning into something big, which is 




of the sharing economy, such as “we share” and perceiving us as part of the sharing economy. (Harry, 
GOOD01, 2018) 
Besides the trendiness and growth potential, entrepreneurs emphasized how they were benefiting 
from the positive connotations of the sharing economy. Joseph at SPORT01, a sports equipment 
sharing business, for instance, welcomed being associated with the sharing economy label as he 
thinks that this has a positive effect on his business:  
We are working with the thoughts of the sharing economy…and always try to take these positive things out 
of it and integrate them into our business. (Joseph, SPORT01, 2016) 
4.4.2 Fixing the Label to Signal Distinctiveness  
In the narration of their business, entrepreneurs at some point, either were confronted with the 
societal contestation of the field or raised the issue themselves. At this point, entrepreneurs went 
through an identity crisis and a pivotal moment or breaking point in their identity narratives. Their 
identity narratives changed from the embracement of the label to fixing the label in the principles 
of the sharing economy that they felt were positive. By fixing the label in the “good” principles, 
they signaled difference from the contested actors in the sharing economy such as Uber and 
Airbnb. To fix the label on the “good” principles of the field, entrepreneurs first claimed their 
authenticity, then emphasized their practices and principles, and, finally, created boundaries with 
the contested actors and principles. All these narratives that fixed the sharing economy label in a 
new set of principles helped them signal distinctiveness.  
Creating boundaries between the good and bad “sharers” 
Fixing the label consisted of creating boundaries between themselves, the “good sharers,” and the 
contested ones. Creating boundaries helped them to distance themselves from social criticism. For 
example, Martha at COWO03, a coworking business, expressed her dislike towards certain 
companies or principles, contesting their belongingness: “I do not think they are part” and 
sometimes using strong metaphorical expressions such as “they are like sharks.” In the same line, 
Martha at COWO03 called for a disqualification of Uber from the sharing economy: “For me, 
Uber has to be disqualified from the idea of sharing.” (Martha, COW03, 2018). Zoe, BIKE03, a 
bike-sharing business entrepreneur, defined who should be “in” or “out” the sharing economy 




The main idea is to share your private property. The idea is to have real sharing, not like those bigger 
automobile companies doing car sharing. Their idea is just to run more cars on the streets. The car-sharing is 
a wolf in sheep´s clothing. It is not real sharing. (Zoe, BIKE03, 2018) 
Defining the authentic sharing economy 
Presenting themselves as representatives of the “real” or authentic sharing economy helped 
entrepreneurs to fix the label of the sharing economy and creating a sense of distinctiveness as 
Harry at GOOD01 expressed:  
We are focusing on real sharing…Not like those big ones, but all the other small credible sharing 
organizations with an interhuman relation. (Harry, GOOD01, 2018).  
Also, illustrative, Zoe at BIKE03, a bike-sharing business, drew on a counterexample for Airbnb, 
namely FairBnB, that was, according to her, a “real” sharing because the “benefit was for the 
public good,” promoting the principle of the common good as fundamental for the sharing 
economy:  
If you look at FairBnB, they are owned by the public and not by the company. They can share even profits 
within the community…That is how it should work. If we use technology to make our life easier, that should 
be for the public good and not for the private good. (Zoe, BIKE03, 2018) 
Concretizing distinct practices 
Fixing the label also provided concrete examples of their distinct practices and principles from 
those socially criticised. For example, Harry, an entrepreneur at GOOD01, claimed they were not 
working with investors to increase their capital:  
Because all companies and platforms, which have grown rapidly in the sharing economy, they also took a lot 
of money. And that is a fundamental question that is not so easy to solve. We are more of a counterexample. 
We say, okay, we just do not want to work with investors as we are very strong political, ideologically 
positioned. (Harry, GOOD01, 2018) 
Noah, the entrepreneur of RIDE02, a ridesharing business, also claimed distinct practices such as 
paying fair wages:  
Taxi drivers are often exploited because of poor labor conditions. We provide fair wages, which clearly 




Some entrepreneurs, as Lara at CAR05, a carsharing business, recognized the label was confusing 
and charged with social critique. Fixing the label helped her to create distinctiveness:  
I rather see the sharing economy as a marketing label. Whether it is positive or negative to be a part of the 
sharing economy is a question I am often thinking of. I think what we do is good and sustainable. It offers 
added value. (Lara, CAR05, 2018) 
Entrepreneurs even acknowledged their narrative of distinctiveness was strategic:  
We tried a lot of communication efforts to have a clear standpoint and differentiate ourselves from services 
like Uber because, at first, the first perception of the general society is bad. (Arthur, RIDE04, 2017) 
4.4.3 Unfixing the Label to Embrace Tensions and Ambiguities  
Despite the entrepreneurs´ initial reactions of distancing from companies in the field that were 
subject to social contestation such as Uber and Airbnb, entrepreneurs, in their narratives about 
their relation with the sharing economy, also went through a process of un-fixing or re-opening 
the label to broader principles and contested actors. This process allowed for embracing the 
tensions and ambiguities created by social contestation and reconcile themselves with the field. 
Moreover, it helped entrepreneurs to create coherence in their narrative and a sense of belonging 
to the emergent collective identity that, although they knew it was contested, entrepreneurs also 
found strategic for their business. The process of un-fixing the label to deal with the tensions in 
the field consisted of presenting the tensions as opportunities, reinforcing the sense of we-ness, 
and assimilating other´s principles and practices. 
Reinforcing the sense of we-ness 
An element for un-fixing the label consisted of reinforcing the sense of we-ness.  Lara at CAR05 
argued that all sharing businesses are based on the “same idea” (Lara, CAR05, 2018), and 
according to Zoe at BIKE03, sharing businesses have “common principles” (Zoe, BIKE03, 2018). 
Going to the same conferences and events was also giving a sense of collectivity, as argued by 
Harry at GOOD01, who stressed that at these events, sharing organizations were leaving 
ideological conflicts behind: 
But at events like the “Ouishare” festivals, all the sharing economy or collaborative economy ventures come 
together. That is always very nice to see that everyone tolerates each other without breaking out in 




Similarly, while Theodore at COWO05, a coworking business, pointed out the tensions created by 
some of the players in the field, he emphasized the common frame of making a difference in the 
world: 
We see quite often at events that we sharing organizations are a community, coming together to facilitate 
sustainability in our world. And even if those big companies create tensions as they are capitalizing the whole 
model, they also do something good by giving the word sharing a meaning. So independent of the small or 
big fish, we are going for the same thing. (Theodore, COW05, 2018)  
Assimilating other´s principles and practices 
While arguing about their belongingness to the sharing economy, entrepreneurs also assimilated 
the principles and practices of those uberized actors they were distancing from before. As such, 
they were responding to accusations against Airbnb and Uber by normalizing their practices, in 
expressions of “we do it too.” For instance, Lily at CAR01 emphasized that “Airbnb and Uber are 
destructive, but we are too” (Lily, CAR01, 2018). Oscar at CROW01 justified the critique to the 
“Uberization” with an argument of regeneration and modernity:  
Uber has no taxis but is a taxi company. Airbnb has no flats but is a housing company, and we have no energy 
but are trading with energy. We are all affecting traditional industries. (Oscar, CROW01, 2018)  
Similarly, Elisabeth at RIDE06, a ridesharing business, explained:  
It is normal to be criticized like Uber. We are also criticized for our on-demand mobility. (Elisabeth, RIDE06, 
2018) 
Assimilating the uberized principles was considered even strategic for some entrepreneurs that 
argued about their inevitability as Carl at ASSOC03 did: 
We will be moving towards the Airbnb and Uber models of the sharing economy in the long run. If you are 
looking at Vienna, for instance, Couchsurfing is completely disappearing. Instead, people are renting out 
their rooms or couches to strangers via Airbnb since you can make money out of it. (Carl, ASSOC03, 2019) 
Presenting tensions as opportunities 
Entrepreneurs of the new sharing ventures started to talk about Airbnb and Uber as “pav[ing] the 
way,” as Arthur at RIDE04 expressed. They explained how they felt the disruptive effects of these 
organizations were also opening new opportunities for the field. The positive effects of the socially 




of GOOD01, as he stressed that the discussions around Airbnb and Uber increased the popularity 
of the label, which was for the benefit of all sharing businesses:  
Airbnb has a lot to offer for users. Nevertheless, they are criticized, especially in cities, which are suffering 
from Airbnb… As long as this discussion is alive, it creates a positive environment for all of us. (Harry, 
GOOD01, 2018) 
Eden at COWO04, a coworking business, even came to define the role of Uber and Airbnb as 
important to gain credibility and being perceived as a legitimate business, rather than a “freaky” 
movement: 
In the beginning, we were considered as the freaky community, and now with the publicity and media, Airbnb 
and Uber are causing as well as the whole rise of the sharing economy the perception of people changed. We 
have a name now; people know us and honor what we are doing. (Eden, COWO04, 2017) 
Rose at GOOD02, a goods sharing business, argued that they were taking advantage of the 
“capitalistic” sharing model by pushing it to the extreme so that they could create rapid benefits 
for society:  
So, what we practically do is that we enable the sharing economy, but we use the capitalistic model to put 
that sharing economy model on steroids, and thereby we create that market in a time frame that was never 
able before. (Rose, GOOD02, 2018) 
Oscar at CROW01, a crowdfunding business, also pointed at the positive effects of the 
“Uberization” on society, arguing that they “are evoking .. a positive thing” (Oscar, CROW01, 
2018) and that they were having a re-distributive effect as Airbnb, for instance, enabled that people 
could use a sharing service “instead of spending money in a Hilton hotel and throwing extra money 
into the throat of the richest” (Clara, BOOK01, 2018). Elisabeth at RIDE06, a ridesharing 
business, emphasized that the Ubers or “big players” were having an important role in creating 
social and environmental impact:  
I see that those big players are the reason why people are starting to think about sharing. For instance, I know 
some Americans who are saying they would sell their car because they can use Uber. A small company would 
never have the same impact. (Elisabeth, RIDE06, 2018) 
Similarly, reflecting on Airbnb and Uber increasing the popularity of the label, Oscar at CROW01 
claimed that the new publicity is driving change towards an economy of sharing rather than owning 




The most important thing about the sharing economy is to preserve resources, and those advantages are often 
forgotten. What Airbnb and Uber are evoking is a positive thing; It is an echo and puts pressure on hotels 
and then on politicians. (Oscar, CROW01, 2018) 
Through the ongoing reflection of the label´s popularity from a niche to a mass phenomenon, 
entrepreneurs were deliberately trying to find a justification for the occurring negative publicity in 
the sharing economy. As such, entrepreneurs were passing the responsibility for negative publicity 
to the government. Oscar at CROW01 argued that governments were “destroying .. good 
structures” (Oscar, CROW01, 2018) and called on governments to take charge of the existing 
“problems” in the field. Tom, entrepreneur of COUR01, a courier sharing business, for instance, 
stressed:  
They [Airbnb and Uber] are making a lot of money, and that is also important to offer a concept for the entire 
world and to ensure a high-quality service, but you have to set boundaries. (Tom, COUR01, 2017) 
Unfixing the label to embracing the ambiguity also included the acknowledgment of the 
complexity and the ambiguity itself, as argued by Matteo at ASSOC01 that claimed Airbnb and 
Uber could also be a “transformative element”:  
They [Airbnb and Uber] could be a virus, and the body has to react to it and kick it out again, but they could 
also be a transforming element. Like we are adapting to a new environment. (Matteo, ASSOC01, 2018) 
4.4.4 Re-Fixing the Label to Consolidate a Collective Identity 
Finally, the assimilation of the Uber´s principles and principles un-fixing the label was 
complemented with a process of re-fixing back the label of the sharing economy on the rooting 
principles they though the sharing economy represented, reinforcing their fit in the field and 
presenting the transformative power of the field. 
Presenting the transformative power of the field  
Finally, entrepreneurs re-fixed the label arguing that the sharing economy, based on the rooting 
principles, could have a transformative power in the world. Entrepreneurs were projecting their 
aspiration to drive change, such as Ayla at NEIGH01, a neighborhood sharing business, who 
argued that they were aiming at “creating positive impact for everyone” and “hack[ing] the 
system” (Ayla, NEIGH01, 2016). Zoe at BIKE03 claimed their aim was to “changing the 
capitalistic order” (Zoe, BIKE03, 2018). By claiming for a transformative power of the sharing 




the sharing economy label. They projected their aim of consolidating a collective identity around 
these rooting principles, as Maria at BLOCK01, a sharing platform business based on blockchain, 
explained:  
In the long term, our vision is that the middlemen that we have today in the sharing economy, such as Airbnb 
and Uber, are being replaced to become a real sharing economy again. (Maria, BLOCK01, 2017) 
Similarly, Arthur at RIDE04, a ridesharing business, referred to their objective that the sharing 
becomes a field that contributes to the common good:  
We try to make sure that the sharing economy is developing into not only an economical but also socially 
contributing way by using our business. (Arthur, RIDE04, 2017) 
Reinforcing their fit in the field  
Besides presenting the transformative power of the sharing economy, entrepreneurs also 
emphasized their fit in the field. The sharing economy was presented as an inevitable ground for 
their own business. Placing their business within the bigger movement of the sharing economy 
enabled entrepreneurs to create a sense of collective identity. Thus, Harry at GOOD01 stressed the 
importance of the label for gaining stakeholder support:  
For people who are working at our business or buy products from us or support us or are members, it is 
important to see that we are not an individual project but that we are part of a bigger movement. (Harry, 
GOOD01, 2018) 
Ascribing their identity in the sharing economy was presented not only for gaining stakeholder 
support, but also critical for the survival of the business. George, at COWO02, a coworking space, 
for instance, explained how the competitive landscape would change if the sharing economy would 
disappear. More importantly, he argued that their business would not be able to exist in another 
field: 
If we would move out of the sharing economy and would not be part of the community any longer, then our 
business would only be about offering working places…then we would have different competitors with 
whom we could not compete. We would be in a competition where we definitely could not win. (George, 
COWO02, 2018)  
Reinforcing their fit in the field helped entrepreneurs to stress coherence in their narrative. In their 
narratives, entrepreneurs had, when configuring their identity aspirations in the field, argued about 




helped them to build on their coherence but also to reinforcing their aim to create a collective 
identity. 
Claiming the rooting principles  
Narratives of rooting helped entrepreneurs to re-fix the label but also to consolidate their and field 
collective identity. The rooting principles were related to the “Hippie” stage in which sharing 
organizations were having “a social vision.” As such, Violet at CAR07, a carsharing business, 
was claiming that “it would be good if the sharing economy is not becoming more stunted…That 
the sharing economy is going back to its old roots” (Violet, CAR07, 2018) and “what the sharing 
economy was originally meant for” (Arlo, RIDE07, 2018). Harry at FOOD01 described the 
importance of being reminded of the initial wider societal vision of the sharing economy that goes 
beyond mere profit realization:  
My personal view is always to keep sight of the big picture. After all, it is not just about building a viable 
business as quickly as possible in three or four years, which generates profits. No, the goal is different, and 
we are still on it, the social vision is still there. You have to continue reminding yourself what the vision is. 
(Harry, GOOD01, 2018) 
Zoe also recalled this rooting of the old principles at BIKE03, who perceived her business as an 
essential driver for rooting:  
I feel privileged that I can use my business to think about the sharing economy differently and ensure that 
the sharing economy goes back to its old roots. (Zoe, BIKE03, 2018) 
Disassociating from the label to shift their social identity 
We also found that some sharing economy entrepreneurs were actively disassociating themselves 
from the field label in their identity narratives. When talking about the sharing economy, they 
rejected the field label, and some were even prospecting for a new label. In particular, Harrison at 
CAR06 claimed to be “far away from [sharing economy] practices” (Harrison, CAR06, 2018), or 
Theo at RIDE05 was denying “having anything in common with the sharing economy” (Theo, 
RIDE05, 2019). Given that the current state of the sharing economy did not represent how they 
wanted to be perceived as, entrepreneurs felt they needed to frame their identity in a new label, 
such as a “membership” business (Catherine, CAW02, 2018), “just carsharing” (Harrison, 
CAR06, 2018) or a “sustainable company” (Theo, RIDE05, 2019). Isabella, at REPAIR01, a repair 




We see ourselves as a project in the post-growth economy. Well, we labeled ourselves as this explicitly. And 
also make events on this subject. Part of it is also the idea of sharing, but this is different from the sharing 
economy. That is how we position ourselves. (Isabella, REPAIR01, 2018) 
Similarly, Theo at RIDE05 expressed:  
We do not have anything in common with the sharing economy…We are always only saying that we are a 
sustainable company. (Theo, RIDE05, 2019) 
Hugo, an entrepreneur at ASSOC04, a think tank looking at cooperatives in the sharing economy, 
reflected about this dissociation:  
The sharing economy will be more on a regional basis, where entrepreneurs are locally trying to solve social 
issues and are connected to other similar initiatives in their region. For all the others, we have to find new 
names, which would not be sharing but something like digital platform models. (Hugo, ASSOC04, 2018) 
4.5 Discussion 
Our study reveals a fine-grained account of the narratives of identity formation through label work 
in the societally contested sharing economy. We explain how entrepreneurs in the sharing 
economy worked on creating a coherent identity narrative of themselves and the field by using the 
label as a malleable moral marker. The process of embracing, fixing, un-fixing, and re-fixing the 
label principles helped them to, on the one hand, provide coherence to their identity narrative 
while, on the other hand, working on the consolidation of their preferred principles of the field 
label. These insights shed light on how entrepreneurs build organizational identities and collective 
identities in contested and expansion fields. In particular, we point at the importance of label work 
for identity formation and its malleability potential. 
Narrative coherence and identity formation in contested fields  
Our study shows how in the process of identity creation, entrepreneurs faced the challenge of 
creating sameness and distinctiveness and the challenge of dealing with societal contestation of 
some actors in the field. To deal with both tensions, entrepreneurs created an identity narrative 
that sounds coherent and could embrace their own identity and the collective identity of the field. 
Beyond a distinctive vs. sameness identity creation tension (Brewer, 1991, 1993; Clegg, Rhodes, 
& Kornberger, 2007; Granqvist, Grodal, & Woolley, 2013; Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018), 




Managing tensions and contradictions in identity formation have previously been presented as 
inherent to identity formation (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000). Our findings were surprising in 
the narrative tension between signaling distinctiveness to distance themselves from the social 
contestation followed by a re-calibration of the moral principles of the field that helped the 
entrepreneurs present these tensions as opportunities. The process of signaling distinctiveness, 
embracing tensions, and consolidate an emergent collective identity helped entrepreneurs to 
reinforce their fit with the field while pushing for the principles they considered important. The 
narrative process of embracing the field identity while rejecting it, signaling distinctiveness, and 
then re-embracing it again has also been observed in individuals in stigmatized fields, such as 
homeless people (Snow & Anderson, 1987) and entrepreneurs of men´s bathhouses (Hudson & 
Okhuysen, 2009). Embracing contradictions while working on a collective identity that will help 
them to reinforce their position against critiques has been described as part of the identity 
formation when people cannot escape being part of a stigmatized field. However, in our case, we 
observed how entrepreneurs found strategies for their business, signaling their belongingness to 
the sharing economy and preferred to deal with the tensions and the contradictions rather than 
disassociating themselves from the field. We argue that this might be the case because the social 
contestation in the field is only emerging and cannot yet consider a strong form of stigma. It might 
also be the case because they see themselves as guarantors of some specific values of the field that 
they consider important. In any case, further research should look at when entrepreneurs choose 
to disassociate from the field or choose to deal with the tensions and contradictions of the field. 
Understanding the motives and circumstances in which narratives of disassociation might occur 
could shed light on the processes of field consolidation. 
Dealing with contestation in organizational identity formation 
Our study explicates how the identity formation of organizations is substantially influenced by 
how society makes sense and reacts to the dynamics of a field. While studies are opening up for 
how the history of organizations influence identity formation (Gioia, Patvardhan, et al., 2013; 
Oertel & Thommes, 2018; Suddaby & Foster, 2017), less emphasis has been paid on the 
importance of social contestation of the field organizations belong to. Social contestation to certain 
actors in the field forced entrepreneurs to make sense of their belongingness to the field and the 
principles associated with the label. Working on and providing meaning to the label “sharing 
economy” helped them to navigate the societal contestation. However, we also show that not every 




contestation might encourage some organizations to leave the field and find their identity in a new 
field.  
Previous studies have explicitly investigated the process of creating an organizational and 
collective identity in emerging fields (Gustafsson et al., 2016; Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018), where 
the field is inventing itself and unaffected by historical events. In these studies, identities are built 
as the field emerges, and as entrepreneurs make sense of and give sense to the new field. However, 
the emergence of a field is often not following a linear process, nor does the field identity lean 
towards coherence. Moreover, it can be affected by historic events creating societal expectations 
towards the field (Clark & Soulsby, 2012; Drori, Wrzesniewski, & Ellis, 2013; Oertel & Thommes, 
2018; Zundel, Holt, & Popp, 2016). Nascent fields, even if they are new, are often already carrying 
identities, introduced by former institutions (Rao et al., 2003). Although these “legacy identities” 
are helping to root the field, we show how they also carry a shadow. Our study expands previous 
studies on history and legacy identities by showing how societal contestation encouraged 
organizations to embrace parts of the field principles they identified with and made them realize 
the importance of project their aspired identities into the field. In doing so, we yield theoretical 
insights that hold important implications for the influence of history and legacy identity on the 
identity formation of organizations and fields in expansion, showing how the tension between past 
and present principles elicits the desire to not only embrace the contradiction but also re-shape the 
field.  
Label malleability in identity creation 
We extend prior works on label work by showing that field identities may be best created through 
engaging with labels, rather than rejecting the label. Our findings also suggest that the sharing 
economy label was used as a malleable moral marker to create a coherent identity narrative of 
themselves and the field. We showed how entrepreneurs embraced, then fixed, un-fixed, and re-
fixed the label as a moral marker to coherently narrate their identity. This insight is important 
because it helps to explain how entrepreneurs respond to external societal criticism by, in most 
cases, not rejecting the label (Elsbach & Bhattacharya, 2001; Granqvist et al., 2013; Weber et al., 
2008), but rather engaging with it, aiming to embrace the ambiguity and consolidate the 
entrepreneurs´ principles in the sharing economy label. As such, the label was not only used as a 
central carrier for holding and transferring meaning into an emerging field (Stigliani & Elsbach, 
2018) but as a moral marker, framing and manifesting the principles of sharing entrepreneurs in 




Hippies and Uber principles, playing around with the label´s malleability. We showed that rather 
than working their identity around the field label (Stigliani & Elsbach, 2018), entrepreneurs could 
use the label for their identity aspirations and project their principles into it. Therefore, the label 
becomes instead of a stable central carrier, a moldable moral marker, allowing entrepreneurs to 
change the way they are engaging with the label.  
Contribution to the understanding of identity tensions in the sharing economy 
The sharing economy is represented by a label that is combining contradictory logic, namely the 
altruistic idea of “sharing” and the rational market logic of an “economy” (Laurell & Sandström, 
2017). We show that one way to deal with those contradictory logics in the label is to engage with 
it while working towards the consolidation of specific principles in the label. While previous 
scholars illustrated the ongoing contradictions and tensions of the sharing economy (Acquier et 
al., 2017; Mair & Reischauer, 2017; C. J. Martin, 2016; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017; Murillo et al., 
2017), it is still unclear how this contradictions and tensions affect organizations in the sharing 
economy and how they are making sense of the fuzziness of the field. We shed light on this and 
show how the identity formation of organizations operating in the sharing economy is even more 
challenging, as an ideologically based movement, such as sharing, was expanded by commercial 
logic. We show that bridging multiple principles helped entrepreneurs to manage the ambiguity of 
the field and the consolidation of hybridity in the sharing economy label.  
Transferability of findings and limitations of research  
Our findings are, as most studies, not free from limitations. Our focus on capturing the identity 
process of different entrepreneurs operating in the sharing economy may have created the 
impression that they were not all following the same mechanisms. This may have allowed 
perceiving the three identity work stages isolated, ascribing various actors a different stage and 
strategy (see Granqvist et al., 2013). However, the identity work process we described was applied 
by most actors we interviewed in the process of sensemaking of their identity. We tried to address 
this boundary condition of our paper, by, for every mechanism, quoting one specific actor almost 
through our entire findings. By placing this actor at the center of our findings, we tried to 
acknowledge that those mechanisms are not single, but rather a chain of mechanisms. Moreover, 
our findings are also restricted by our emphasis on the entrepreneurs while we provide less 
evidence for the role of the external environment. In our story, we recognized this limit and tried 




social media) that helped us to reconstruct the history of the field. Future research might elaborate 
on this by examining in more detail the social discourses and emergence of the societal 
contestation as well as its dimensions to better understand the context. Besides, our study ends 
with the entrepreneurs´ projection of identity aspirations to the field. While this provides deep 
insights into the entrepreneurs´ identity work in contested fields, it does not demonstrate a field 
outcome as the field has not resolved the contradiction yet.  
4.6 Conclusion 
Identity formation in contested fields requires entrepreneurs to respond to societal criticism by 
engaging with the label and define it. We showed that through narratives of identity formation, 
sharing economy entrepreneurs were able to deal with societal criticism and work towards the 
consolidation of the principles of the label. In doing so, they molded the label, fixing and unfixing 
its principles, to create a coherent narrative that helped them to navigate the criticism. We 
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